






For our dear friend and colleague, John Freeman, who left us too early.  
We miss you. And we thank you for all you taught us, especially to  
always be true to who we are and to be kind and include everyone.
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Preface
Preparing this edition of Inclusion of Learners with Exceptionalities in Canadian Schools 
has been a new adventure. Nancy Hutchinson, who has worked on the five previous 
additions alone, brought on a new co-author, Jacqueline Specht. Nancy has retired 
from Queen’s University and is making the gradual movement to retire from the 
book. Jacqueline was thrilled and honoured to be asked to work alongside some-
one whom she has admired for years for the integrity of her work. Jacqueline has 
used many editions of the text while teaching and was up for an adventure. It has 
been a humbling experience. During this process, we learned by doing background 
research in areas with which we were less familiar; by discussing current issues 
with colleagues, graduate students, parents, teacher candidates, and individuals with 
exceptionalities. And, always, we learn by challenging our assumptions about teach-
ing children and adolescents. When we accept the challenges of teaching students 
with exceptionalities in inclusive settings, we must be prepared to challenge assump-
tions about what they can and cannot do and to find new ways to help them reach 
their potential. We hope this book will help you to challenge your assumptions and 
to reflect critically on what it means to include ALL students in the classroom.

We are proud of Canadian approaches to inclusion and inclusive education. 
However, inclusion is a journey and we must continue upon it in a global way. 
Countries around the world are working towards inclusive educaton and look to 
Canada’s commitment to inclusion as a model and an inspiration. Engaging in dia-
logue about the successes and failures that we see helps us to understand how best 
to move forward. We are aware of the incredible challenges facing parents, educa-
tors, employers, and students in making inclusion a reality. We hope that this book 
may serve as a research-based, practically-focused resource on inclusive education for 
teacher educators and pre-service and in-service teachers.

We have tried to include many references to Canadians—individuals with excep-
tionalities, schools, educators, and educational researchers—including their locations 
in the country. We believe it is critical that we know our history, stories, legislation, 
and heroes. Perhaps we are too self-effacing—we have observed that Canadians are 
among those least likely to be aware of how we lead by example in our field. We have 
tried to point to the contributions of individuals such as Terry Fox and Rick Hansen, 
heroes and leaders of advocacy for the disabled, and of organizations such as the Cana-
dian National Institute for the Blind, winner of national and international awards for 
advocacy and service. We believe that Indigenous students, learners from diverse cul-
tures, and students at risk can benefit from inclusive environments, universal design for 
learning, and differentiated teaching. We have tried to draw attention to significant 
recent developments in Indigenous education especially in light of the Truth and Rec-
oncilliation Commission of Canada Call to Action. Whenever possible, we have given 
Canadian examples and cited Canadian research. We hope that the extensive listings 
of Canadian books, websites, and programs will help teacher candidates, teacher edu-
cators, and parents to locate our resources and our experts, of which there are many.

Perspective
For many years we have organized our pre-service and in-service teaching about 
learners with exceptionalities around topics such as planning, classroom organization 

xv
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and climate, and differentiating teaching and assessment—using a non-categorical 
approach. We are reminded each year, as we work in the university and in schools 
in our community, how much is expected of beginning teachers. If they are to 
meet these expectations, we think they must begin, from the first lesson they plan, 
by thinking about the range of strengths, needs, and interests of the individuals in 
the class. The first question they need to ask is, “How do I use universal design 
for learning and differentiated instruction to include all students?” Given the recent 
emphasis on well-being, the second question they need to ask themselves is, “How 
do I ensure that what I am doing contributes positively to my students’ mental health 
and to my own well-being?” That is the perspective you will find in this book. We 
have tried to focus on the kinds of information, skills, and strategies that recent 
teacher candidates have reported they found both thought-provoking and practical, 
and have included current information about mental health in every chapter. We 
have tried to acknowledge the different opportunities in the elementary and second-
ary settings because, as children develop, certain needs change.

Organization
This textbook is informally divided into two main sections.

The first section provides fundamental background knowledge in the field of 
exceptional education in Canada.

■■ Chapter 1 describes the current situation in Canada and provides a brief history of 
how we came to be where we are. It also introduces universal design for learning and 
differentiated instruction and includes a step-by-step strategy for adapting instruction, 
called ADAPT, that will help teachers to meet the needs of exceptional students.

■■ Chapter 2 introduces the individual education plan, and describes the role of the 
classroom teacher in the education of exceptional learners and the kinds of partner-
ships that teachers forge with parents, educational assistants, and other professionals.

■■ Chapter 3 focuses on students with learning and behaviour exceptionalities—that 
is, teaching gifted students as well as students with learning disabilities, attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder, emotional and behaviour disabilities—and includes 
discussion of school-based mental health.

■■ Students with intellectual disabilities (mild intellectual disabilities and develop-
mental disabilities) as well as students with autism spectrum disorder are the focus 
of Chapter 4; the characteristics of these students and strategies to meet their 
learning needs are discussed.

■■ Chapter 5 provides information about characteristics of and differentiated teach-
ing for students with communication exceptionalities (students with speech and 
language disorders and students who are hard of hearing or deaf), physical excep-
tionalities (including vision loss, cerebral palsy, epilepsy, fetal alcohol syndrome, 
and many other disabling conditions), and chronic health conditions (such as 
diabetes, allergies, and asthma).

■■ Chapter 6 turns attention to equity and diversity. There are strategies for dif-
ferentiating teaching for Indigenous students; culturally diverse students; English 
language learners; and students at risk for a variety of reasons, including poverty 
and maltreatment.

The second section of the book presents the heart of any course on inclu-
sive practices: instructional approaches that emphasize teaching students effectively 
regardless of exceptionality or other forms of diversity.
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■■ Chapter 7 focuses on the climate, organization, and management of inclusive 
classrooms.

■■ Chapter 8 provides approaches to using universal design for learning and differen-
tiating teaching.

■■ Chapter 9 focuses on differentiating assessment. There are many examples repre-
senting a range of grades, exceptionalities, and teaching subjects.

■■ In Chapter 10, you will find information on enhancing social relations of excep-
tional students.

■■ Chapter 11 deals with the many transitions that challenge teachers of learners 
with exceptionalities; these include transitions within the school day, the transi-
tion from early childhood education into school, and transitions between schools 
and out of school into post-secondary education and the workplace.

■■ The Conclusion turns the focus from learners to those who teach them most 
successfully and how they thrive on challenges and cope with stress in their 
professional lives.

Features
This book offers the following features designed to help readers learn effectively:

■■ Chapter-opening vignettes serve as introductory cases to help readers relate the 
chapter content to the real world of Canadian schools.

■■ Learner objectives at the beginning of each chapter point to key content within 
that chapter.

■■ TED Talks and other video presentations are suggested that are related to the 
main idea of the chapter.

■■ Key terms throughout the chapters appear in boldface type, and easy-to-
understand definitions often appear in the text and always appear in the Glossary 
at the back of the book.

■■ Chapter summaries at the end of each chapter highlight important information in 
the chapter.

■■ Margin notations are designed to stimulate critical reflection and to introduce 
additional resources, including weblinks, that have been researched and tested for 
quality and relevance.

■■ Focus boxes offer readers inspiring examples of Canadian schools, programs, and 
educators that may serve as models.

■■ Theory and Research Highlights in Educational Psychology boxes provide a theoretical 
grounding in the psychology that informs the education of exceptional students 
and their inclusion in Canadian society.

■■ Challenges for Reviewing . . .  features at the end of each chapter present review 
questions to help students apply what they have learned in the chapter.

■■ Activities for Reviewing . . . with Your Peers features at the end of each chapter pres-
ent review questions for students to work on collaboratively with peers to apply 
their learning.

■■ Annotated Bibliographies in each chapter provide brief descriptions of current resources 
on school-based mental health resources relevant to the focus of the chapter.

■■ Canadian references throughout help students locate practical supports, resources, 
research, curricula, people, and websites within the exceptional education com-
munity in Canada.

xv i iPREFACE
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Highlights of  This Edition
This edition has been updated to include new, cutting-edge information.

■■ Chapters 1, 8, and 9 are excellent resources for using universal design for learning 
(UDL) and differentiated instruction (DI) and assessment to make classrooms wel-
coming and efficient for all learners.

■■ Chapters 3, 4, and 5 provide an extensive discussion of the spectrum of excep-
tionalities which many students experience. This discussion looks at chronic 
illnesses, emotional exceptionalities, and mental health issues.

■■ Chapter 4 includes an extensive discussion of intellectual disabilities, provid-
ing in-depth information on mild and severe intellectual disabilities and autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), providing teachers with accurate descriptions of the 
students’ needs, and tips for ways in which they can be successfully integrated into 
classrooms settings. An added section on Functional Behavioural Assessment for 
teachers will assist teachers in understanding the function of behaviour.

■■ Chapter 6 includes an extended section on education of Indigenous students and 
about teaching for reconciliation in addition to a discussion of environmental 
exceptionalities such as poverty, homelessness, and maltreatment.

■■ Chapter 11 focuses on transitions, one of the most challenging aspects of inclusive 
education.

■■ Throughout, there is a focus on creating safe, functional environments to discour-
age bullying.

■■ NEW TEDx Talks and other video presentations are identified that are related to 
the main idea of the chapter. Each short video is accompanied by a few questions 
to think about in relation to the content.

■■ Throughout, there is a focus on the well-being of students and teachers; every 
chapter includes one or two annotated bibliographies on school-based mental 
health resources relevant to the topics in the chapter.
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Introduction
So You Want to Be a Teacher
You may have heard educators in Canadian schools say, “I didn’t realize there would 
be so many exceptional students in my classes.” Or “I wanted to teach English litera-
ture, not special education.” Allow us to begin talking directly with teachers, using 
the second person “you”—so you want to be a teacher. One of the purposes of this 
book is to help you become more knowledgeable about the realities of teaching 
all your students. In Canada, early in the twenty-first century, being a classroom 
teacher means you are certain to have students identified with exceptionalities in 
your classes, and you may feel like a special education teacher some days—even if 
you were hired to teach classes in advanced physics. This is because, as a country, 
we have made a commitment to the inclusion and participation of persons with dis-
abilities in Canadian society. This commitment is expressed formally through federal 
and provincial legislation and has been supported by many court decisions. Although 
you and your teaching colleagues were not consulted individually about inclusion, 
all Canadian citizens have repeatedly participated in this decision—through elec-
tions, public debates, polls, and research.

The polls and research studies suggest that Canadians support inclusion, but 
individuals who must fulfil these expectations, whether they are employers or teach-
ers, report that they need guidance and support. They repeatedly express that, while 
they want to treat everyone fairly, they simply don’t know enough about disabilities 
and about the changes that must be made in schools, workplaces, and society.

Our intent in writing this book has been to help you and your fellow educators 
to access the information you need to be confident and competent when you teach 
in inclusive classrooms. Research has shown that when regular classroom teachers 
use differentiated teaching practices within inclusive classes, the result is increased 
achievement for typical students, low achievers, and students with disabilities. These 
studies are cited throughout this book. The differentiated teaching practices used in 
these studies included guided inquiry, group work, monitoring and facilitating student 
thinking, and recursive opportunities for students to develop and refine investigative 
processes. Actions that you can take to differentiate instruction include attending to 
the dynamics of students working effectively with peers; conferencing with students 
about how they are thinking and why they are making specific decisions; provid-
ing a variety of presentation and practise opportunities for students so they have 
choices; and accepting multiple methods for students to show what they know. A 
number of studies that you will learn about in upcoming chapters point to the same 
conclusion: the teaching approaches used to increase the learning of students with 
exceptionalities—universal design for learning and differentiated instruction—also 
increase the learning of students who are low achievers, average achievers, or gifted.

These teaching approaches represent a paradigm shift, from educators’ belief 
that “one size fits all,” to ensuring that variety and flexibility for diverse learners are 
built into instructional design, delivery, and assessment. No one would say that such 
approaches are without dilemmas or that we have all the research we need to inform 
our teaching decisions. However, many researchers are focused intently on advanc-
ing our understanding of the issues associated with these approaches to teaching. 

x x
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You are joining the profession at an exciting time for advances in practice and in 
research in the field of inclusion.

The Role of Classroom Teachers
As you have probably already deduced, schools and classroom teachers have a pivotal 
role in the creation of an inclusive society. First, unlike other institutions, schools 
are legally responsible for preparing children and adolescents with disabilities to par-
ticipate meaningfully as educated adults in a democratic society. This means that as 
teachers we are expected to teach ALL children and adolescents knowledge and skills 
in ways that are meaningful to them. In recent years, we have adopted policies in 
every jurisdiction in Canada that reflect our commitment to carrying out this teach-
ing in regular classrooms alongside peers without exceptionalities whenever possible. 
(This topic is explored fully in Chapter 1.) Second, schools have a legislated respon-
sibility to prepare all children and adolescents to participate in an inclusive society 
and to accept individuals with disabilities as peers, co-workers, employees, employ-
ers, and so forth. This responsibility follows from one of the primary purposes of 
public education: preparing citizens to live in the democratic society that we have 
shaped, with its values, laws, and high expectations for participation. This means that 
Canadian educators, educational researchers, and policy-makers have to direct their 
efforts to understanding and reconciling these potentially conflicting responsibilities. 
As the discussion below suggests, it is impossible to hold dialogues in Canada about 
inclusive education without acknowledging and matching the extensive efforts of 
other institutions to include persons with disabilities.

While teachers are central to the Canadian project of inclusion, it is important 
for you as an individual teacher to remember that you are neither the cause of nor 
the solution to all of the problems that arise in your classroom. You can come to 
feel overwhelmed by guilt about your inability to be all things to all people. Crucial 
to your survival is judicious and frequent use of the resources provided to support 
classroom teachers and their students, the focus of much of this book. You also need 
to think about your advancement as inseparable from the advancement of the collec-
tive of educators in your school, your school district, and your province or territory. 
Both seeing yourself as part of a collective and learning to collaborate are essential to 
your effectiveness and to your well-being as an inclusive educator.

The Place of Inclusion in  
Canadian Society
In Canada, inclusive education is an issue within the context of Canadian society, not 
just within the context of Canadian schools. In 1982, the Canadian constitution was 
patriated from Britain. At that time, we adopted the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms, which has influenced every aspect of our society. The Charter guarantees 
rights for minorities and specifically names persons with disabilities. The Charter not 
only guarantees rights but also specifies responsibilities of the Canadian government, 
of provincial governments, and of institutions to ensure that these rights are attained 
and maintained. This means that in Canada, inclusion is closely related to equity: 
inclusion of exceptional persons follows from our commitment to equitable treat-
ment guaranteed in the Charter.

INTRODUCTION
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Inclusive Schools
Inclusive schools are a natural part of inclusive society, and equitable treatment of 
students regardless of ability is closely related to equitable treatment of students 
regardless of gender, race, and so on. In Canada, if we choose to teach, we are choos-
ing to teach in inclusive settings.

Dilemmas in Inclusive Schools
We are sure you are aware that dilemmas are a constant and pressing feature of teach-
ers’ lives. Rarely do we get through a day, let alone a week, of inclusive teaching 
without confronting some kind of a dilemma. Many of these may look, at first 
analysis, like they only involve decisions about teaching methods. However, upon 
critical examination, they frequently turn out to have implicit ethical dimensions. 
Do you allow a student’s insensitive comment to a classmate to go unanswered? 
How do you maintain your commitment to every student participating in hands-on 
learning when some can only complete the activities with a lot of assistance? How 
much differentiation of assessment is fair, and why is it easier for people to accept 
these changes for students who are blind than for students with learning disabilities? 
The reality is that we live on the horns of complex ethical dilemmas every day of our 
teaching lives and that these dilemmas are only intensified by our commitment in 
Canada to an inclusive society and inclusive classrooms.

Becoming a Teacher
Throughout this book you will hear the voices of students, their parents, and teach-
ers who are working together to enhance the learning experiences of students with 
exceptionalities in regular classrooms. We hope that their words will strengthen and 
inspire you to use all your available resources to meet the challenges of inclusive 
teaching. Teaching is an awesome career. Welcome! We’ve been waiting for you.
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GURJIT IS A BRIGHT AND ARTICULATE GIRL IN GRADE 3 WHO WAS IDENTIFIED AS 
GIFTED IN GRADE 1. On the first day of the social studies unit about Canada, 
Gurjit answered all of Ms. Wang’s questions about the provinces. She asked 

questions the teacher had not thought of, especially about Nunavut, which became 
a separate territory on 1 April 1999. In a bored voice, Gurjit asked how long they 
would have to “do Canada.” Gurjit read reference books independently, surfed the 
Internet on her family’s computer, and wrote pages while most of her classmates 
penned a few sentences. Gurjit had already met the unit’s outcomes and needed a 
challenge. The next day, Ms. Wang assigned a province or territory to each group 
of students. She challenged Gurjit to research the human and physical geography of 
Nunavut and to work closely with the small group who were focusing on the adja-
cent Northwest Territories. Gurjit found information about Nunavut on the Web, and 
contributed many ideas to the small group about life in the Northwest Territories. 

LEARNER OBJECTIVES

After you have read this chapter, 
you will be able to:

1. Describe the current state 
of social inclusion in Cana-
dian society.

2. Describe the current state 
of inclusive education for 
students with exception-
alities in Canada.

3. Discuss the concepts of 
universal design for learn-
ing (UDL), differentiated 
instruction (DI), and prog-
ress monitoring, including 
response to interven-
tion (RTI), and how they 
are used in inclusive 
education.

4. Trace highlights in the 
development of inclusive 
education in Canada.

5. Describe briefly various 
exceptionalities that are 
identified across Canada.

6. Discuss what it means 
to differentiate teaching 
and classrooms to meet 
the needs of learners, 
and describe the steps 
of a strategy for adapting 
teaching to include learn-
ers with exceptionalities.

Inclusive Education: The Canadian 
Experience

1CHAPTER
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While the rest of the class prepared booklets about their provinces, Gurjit developed activities 
for her classmates to complete at a centre on Nunavut, which remained available to the class 
for the next two months.

BEN HAS A LEARNING DISABILITY THAT WAS IDENTIFIED IN GRADE 9. His grade 9 teachers said 
he rarely handed in assignments or contributed to class discussions, but when he did speak he 
had good ideas. Ben was often late for classes and forgot his books. His report card comments 
included, “Could work harder” and “Ben is disorganized.” An assessment showed that Ben’s reading 
comprehension was below grade level. He skipped over words he didn’t understand and could 
not answer interpretive questions. At Ben’s request and with the approval of his teachers, Ben 
transferred from the academic to the applied stream at the beginning of grade 10. The resource 
teacher, who then began to work with Ben and his teachers, focused on organizational strategies. 
She showed him how to use an agenda book to keep track of activities, classes, and assignments, 
and how to break an assignment into parts and set a date for the completion of each part. 
The resource teacher also taught Ben to use the RAP strategy—Read, Ask yourself questions, 
Paraphrase—for comprehending one paragraph at a time. She encouraged Ben’s teachers to 
make adaptations, that is, to differentiate their teaching. One teacher used a paired reading 
strategy, another taught RAP to the entire class, and the chemistry teacher adopted occasional 
open-book tests. Ben passed all his applied courses in grade 10 but says that the courses were 
too easy. Now he wants to return to the academic stream.

1. Why are both Gurjit and Ben considered students with exceptionalities?

2. How common do you think it is to teach a student like Gurjit or Ben in your  
classroom?

3. What should teachers be expected to do to meet the learning needs of students  
like Gurjit and Ben?

4. What expectations might Gurjit have after engaging in the enriched experience about 
Nunavut, while her classmates completed more traditional projects?

5. How do you think Ben’s teachers and parents should respond to his request to return 
to the academic stream?
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CHAPTER  1  InCLUs IvE  EDUCATIon:  THE  CAnADIAn ExPER IEnCE 3

Introduction
As a classroom teacher, you will find students like Gurjit and Ben in every class you 
teach, because learning disabilities and giftedness are common exceptionalities. Occa-
sionally, you will teach students with less common exceptionalities, perhaps students 
who are deaf or blind. This book will prepare you to include all students in the life 
and learning of your classroom. You will find that kids such as Gurjit and Ben are 
like other students in most ways: first, they are children or adolescents; second, they 
have exceptionalities.

This chapter introduces you to the context in which we educate students with 
exceptionalities: the current state of inclusion of persons with disabilities and of inclu-
sive education, policies across the country, and historical and legal roots. We discuss 
how instructors can help students to reach their potential, using universal design for 
learning and differentiated instruction. The chapter includes brief descriptions of 
exceptionalities and closes by introducing a strategy for differentiating or adapting 
teaching to include learners with exceptionalities: ADAPT.

Exceptional Education in Canada
In Canada, students with exceptionalities include both pupils who are gifted and those 
who have disabilities. These students are entitled to special education programming 
which is founded on the belief that all children can learn and reach their full potential 
given opportunity, effective teaching, and appropriate resources (https://education.
alberta.ca/media/1626539/standardsforspecialeducation.pdf). Many provinces use two 
terms to describe these changes: accommodations (changes to how a student is taught) 
and modifications (changes to what a student is taught). Increasingly, to ensure inclu-
sion, teachers use universal design and plan proactively to meet the needs of all their 
students, including those who need special education programming (Robinson, 2015).

Accommodations include alternative formats (e.g., Braille or audio books), 
instructional strategies (e.g., use of interpreters, visual cues, cognitive strategy instruc-
tion), and changes to assessment (e.g., highlighting the important words in a question 
on a test). Modifications are changes made to the grade-level expectations (or out-
comes) for a subject or course to meet a student’s learning needs. These changes to out-
comes draw on outcomes from a different grade level in the curriculum, or increase 
or decrease the number and complexity of the regular grade-level curriculum expec-
tations. Gifted grade 3 students may have modifications that include outcomes from 
the grade 5 math curriculum. A third type of adaptations, alternative expectations,  
focus on the development of skills in areas not represented in the curriculum, such 
as mobility training for students who are blind and anger management for students 
experiencing mental health challenges.

You will need to become familiar with your provincial and school district docu-
ments about exceptional students because, since Confederation, provinces have had the 
authority to pass laws about education. These laws must be consistent with the Constitu-
tion Act, which contains the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (Government of  
Canada, 1982; www.justice.gc.ca/eng/csj-sjc/rfc-dlc/ccrf-ccdl/index.html). The equality  
rights that apply to education are contained in section 15(1): “Every individual is equal 
before and under the law and has the right to the equal protection and equal benefit 
of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without discrimination based on 
race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability.”

WATCH: TEDx Talks for 
Chapter 1

Disabling Segregation
Dan Habib

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=izkN5vLbnw8

Dan has a son named Samuel 
who has Cerebral Palsy. Lis-
ten as Dan discusses his jour-
ney as a dad of a son with a 
disability and how his think-
ing on inclusion has changed 
over his lifetime. What are 
your thoughts on inclusion 
versus segregation for people 
with disabilities?

How I Fail at Being Disabled
Susan Robinson

https://www.ted.com/talks/
susan_robinson_how_i_fail_
at_being_disabled

Susan discusses the hidden 
biases that exist surround-
ing disability. Have you had 
a time when you displayed 
such biases or saw someone 
else do so? What changes 
would result in education if 
we did not have such biases?

Under the Table: The 
Importance of Presuming 
Competence
Shelly Moore

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=AGptAXTV7m0

Shelly provides an experience 
she had as a new teacher 
and how it taught her the 
importance of not thinking 
that a student could not do 
something. How might your 
teaching be different if you 
presume competence rather 
than incompetence?
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I N C LUS I ON OF  L EARNERS  WITH EXCEPT IO NAL IT IES  IN  CANADIAN SCHOOLS4

Canada: Inclusive Society, Inclusive Schools
Participating in all facets of society, including educational institutions, is a fundamen-
tal right of all Canadians. Many developments worldwide contributed to Canada’s 
adoption of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms in 1982. For example, all 
members of the United Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
in 1948. Education was one of the fundamental human rights listed in the Declara-
tion; however, there was no mention of people with disabilities. In 1975, the United 
Nations declared that disabled persons had the same rights as other people (including 
community living, education, work, voting, etc.) in the Declaration of the Rights of 
Disabled Persons. The Canadian Human Rights Act of 1977 states that no one should 
be discriminated against for reasons of physical or mental ability. Subsequently, 1981 
was proclaimed the International Year of Disabled Persons, causing heightened aware-
ness of disabilities and enhancing the self-advocacy of people with disabilities. That 
year, the Canadian parliament was debating the terms of the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms. When people with disabilities were not named in an early draft of the 
Charter, they protested on Parliament Hill and got their story into the newspaper 
headlines and Maclean’s magazine. The result was that when the Charter was passed, 
Canada became one of the first countries to guarantee rights to people with disabili-
ties in its constitution.

The United Nations continued to champion the rights of persons with disabili-
ties, and in 1993 it adopted the Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities 
for Persons with Disabilities, targeting eight areas for equal participation, including 
education.

On 13 December 2006, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabili-
ties was adopted by the United Nations; it came into force on 3 April 2008, after it 
had received its twentieth ratification. The United Nations has described the Conven-
tion as a paradigm shift in attitudes and approaches to persons with disabilities because 
it views them as “subjects” with rights who are capable of claiming those rights and 
making decisions for their lives based on their free and informed consent as well as 
being active members of society. The Convention clarifies how all categories of rights 
apply to persons with all types of disabilities and identifies areas where adaptations 

have to be made so persons with disabilities 
can exercise their rights. For more information 
on the Convention, visit https://www.un.org/
development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-
the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html.

Canada’s policy on persons with disabili-
ties emphasizes inclusion. In 2013, the federal, 
provincial, and territorial ministers responsible 
for social services (except the minister from 
Québec) released a document titled In Uni-
son: A Canadian Approach to Disability (on the 
website of the Council of Canadians with Dis-
abilities; www.ccdonline.ca/en/socialpolicy/
poverty-citizenship/income-security-reform/
in-unison#sec-canadian-approach). The doc-
ument includes a vision: “Persons with dis-
abilities participate as full citizens in all aspects 
of Canadian society. The full participation of 
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Activists with intellectual disabilities at the People First Conference. In 1981, 
people who were blind and people with physical disabilities and intellectual 
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persons with disabilities requires the commitment of all segments of society.” However, 
our aspirations for inclusion still outstrip our accomplishments. And as educators, we 
have an important role: schools prepare the next generation to honour our national 
commitment to inclusion of persons with disabilities in all aspects of Canadian society.

The Current State of Inclusive Education 
for Exceptional Students: Universal 
Design for Learning and Differentiated 
Instruction
It is challenging for us as educators to consider the implications of broad social 
movements for the policies and procedures that guide our work with learners with 
exceptionalities. As you think about the expectations our society holds for inclusive 
education, for students with disabilities and gifted students learning the same con-
tent as their typical peers, you may be asking yourself how this can be accomplished 
effectively. It is clear that more research needs to be conducted in regular classrooms, 
research that focuses on how to include students with exceptionalities successfully 
while teaching all the other students. And you will experience dilemmas of practice 
as you learn your role as an inclusive educator and have to make decisions about how 
to teach. Inclusive education in our schools means that students who require special 
education programming receive it, but rather than bringing the student to the ser-
vices, we bring the services to the student.

Three concepts that are receiving increasing attention will help you to ensure 
“education for all.” This phrase served as the title of a 2005 report in Ontario that 
introduced these three concepts to teachers. These concepts are universal design for 
learning (UDL), differentiated instruction (DI), and progress monitoring (with one 
specific form called response to intervention (RTI)).

Universal Design for Learning and  
Differentiated Instruction
Universal design for learning (UDL) was inspired by work in architecture on 
designing buildings, right from the start of the design process, that can be accessed 
by all people, including those with physical disabilities. This eliminates the need for 
retrofitting when a person with accessibility needs arrives; for example, the build-
ing already has ramps and wide doorways to accommodate wheelchairs. As it turns 
out, wide doorways and ramps are advantageous for many people, not just for those 
with physical disabilities. UDL involves a set of principles for developing curricu-
lum and teaching that give all students equal opportunity to learn. As per Burgstahler 
and Chang (2009) and Katz (2012), here are eight guidelines for planning teaching 
and activities that will be accessible for all:

1. Adopt practices that value diversity and inclusiveness to create a positive climate.

2. Communicate so everyone can understand to enhance interactions among students 
and between students and the teacher.

3. Make the physical environment safe for everyone and its products available to all.

4. Communicate high expectations and provide a high level of support for all.

5. Vary instructional methods so learning is accessible in many ways.

 

What do you think?

As you read this text, search 
for current news articles 
on issues related to social 
inclusion in Canadian 
society. Discuss with your 
peers the progress we have 
made as a country and 
what we can do in our role 
as educators to advance 
inclusion in Canada, so 
all people are valued 
participants in our society.
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6. Make course materials and technology engaging and flexible so they can be under-
stood by all.

7. Provide specific feedback frequently.

8. Assess student progress frequently and flexibly so everyone can show what they 
know.

In her book Teaching to Diversity, Jennifer Katz of the University of British 
Columbia (2012) considers UDL to be an overarching concept composed of three 
main blocks that are all essential to making inclusion work. The most fundamental 
block is social and emotional learning, which demands that we develop compassionate 
learning communities. The role of teachers in social-emotional learning of students 
is the theme of the annotated bibliography in Figure 1.1. Students’ social-emotional 
well-being is the focus of Chapters 7 and 10 and a recurring theme in this book. 
The second block is inclusive instructional practice, and is often called differentiated 
instruction and differentiated assessment, which is the focus of Chapters 8 and 9.  
The third block in Katz’s three-block model focuses on systems and structures, from 
policy to planning teams. Many of these administrative aspects essential for inclusive 
education have been introduced in this chapter and are elaborated in Chapter 2.

Rather than developing a unit and making changes after the fact for students with 
exceptionalities, English language learners (ELL), or students from diverse cultures, 
UDL encourages teachers to plan from the beginning to provide means and pedagogi-
cal materials that meet the needs of all students. Of the three blocks in Katz’s model, 
the one that generally receives the most attention is block two, which she identifies 
as inclusive instructional practice.

Differentiated instruction (DI) acknowledges that students differ in many 
important ways that contribute to learning in our classrooms: interests, strengths, needs, 
modalities on which they rely (especially students with vision or hearing loss), current 
level of knowledge, level of functioning, ability to read fluently, ability to use visual arts 
to express their understanding of the world, and many others. While UDL can be seen 
to operate at the overarching level, DI helps teachers to make decisions at the student 
level to address specific characteristics, experiences, backgrounds, skills, and difficulties. 
The aspects of teaching that teachers can differentiate are often described as content, 
process, and product (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013; Tomlinson, 2017). You 
will learn throughout this text about using such strategies as tiered assignments (created 
at varying levels of difficulty), small-group instruction in which intensity is increased, 
learning centres at which students can engage with a range of tasks, and varied pacing 
(Chappuis, 2014). Katz (2012) describes planning for an entire school year and provides 
many examples of how the three blocks, including the block on inclusive instructional 
practices, can be used together to ensure that UDL is implemented effectively. Strat-
egies for making DI work in your classroom will be our focus in Chapter 8. As an 
introduction, we offer the following ten principles that are often used to guide DI:

1. Use respectful tasks; consider the perspective of all students.

2. Make groupings flexible, purposeful, and short-term.

3. Use heterogeneous groupings.

4. Choose multi-level texts so everyone is reading something they understand.

5. Offer varied response formats that enable everyone to respond meaningfully and 
offer choice.

6. Demonstrate how students can make connections between what they know and 
what they are learning.

 

What do you think?

Read two of the following 
Canadian resources and 
contrast their perspectives 
on disabilities. Think about 
why we need a range of per-
spectives to fully understand 
the experience of life with a 
disability and to understand 
how to ensure valued recog-
nition and social inclusion 
for individuals with dis-
abilities. Talk with your peers 
about your differing points 
of view.

Tichkosky, T. (2011). The 
question of access: Disability, 
space, meaning. Toronto, ON: 
University of Toronto Press.

Bendall, L. (2008). Raising 
a kid with special needs: The 
complete Canadian guide. 
Toronto, ON: Key Porter 
Books.

Prince, M.J. (2009). Absent 
citizens: Disability politics and 
policy in Canada. Toronto, ON: 
University of Toronto Press 
(Google eBook).

A Vision Paper Federal/
Provincial/Territorial Minis-
ters Responsible for Social 
Services SP-113-10-98E. 
(2013). In unison: A Cana-
dian approach to disability 
issues. Retrieved at www.
ccdonline.ca/en/socialpo-
licy/poverty-citizenship/
income-security-reform/
in-unison#sec-canadian-
approach (website of 
Council of Canadians with 
Disabilities).
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CHAPTER  1  InCLUs IvE  EDUCATIon:  THE  CAnADIAn ExPER IEnCE 7

7. Model strategies, that is, make the invisible visible, to students who will not 
develop those strategies on their own.

8. Consider student interests and try to engage everyone; offer choice.

9. Begin where students are and ensure that everyone learns and recognizes they are 
learning.

10. Develop diverse assessments that show you and the students what they have 
learned.

The Special Education Association of BC suggests that teachers begin small 
(using DI for a lesson or unit and work up to using UDL to plan all their teach-
ing for the year) and suggests you collaborate with a colleague who teaches at the 

FIGURE 1.1 ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY ON TEACHERS’ 
ROLE IN THE WELL-BEING AND MENTAL HEALTH OF 
STUDENTS

 eht fo rood eht ta htlaeh latnem tuoba seitniatrecnu dna snrecnoc rieht evael ton od stnedutS  
school. This can prove challenging for teachers who feel they are not experts and fear “doing the 

   ”.gniht gnorw

 )4102( sloohcS ni htlaeH latneM gnivorpmI     

by Eric Rossen & Katherine Cowen,  Phi Delta Kappan, 96    .31–8 ,)4( 

-pus fo metsys dereit-itlum a edivorp ot esu ot sloohcs rof hcraeser fo noitadnuof dilos a si erehT 
ports for students. Such interaction between students and teachers enhances student well-being, 
but also promotes student learning and reduces stigma. 

 )4102( ytinummoC loohcS a sa htlaeH latneM gnidliuB    

by Suzanne Hughes,  Nurture, 48 (3), 16–18.   

 latnem tneduts ecnahne ot loohcs eno yb nekat snoitca eht fo noitpircsed feirb a sevig repap sihT 
health, including making the topic a focus, creating committees to address health issues, and provid-
ing professional development to help sta� recognize mental illness. 

 )3102( elpoeP gnuoY gnivlovnI :sloohcS ni gnieB-lleW dna htlaeH lanoitomE    

by Lindsey Coombes, Jane Appleton, Debby Allen, & Paul Yerrell,  Children and Society, 27  .232–022 ,)3(   

 desserdda eb dluohs gnieb-llew dna htlaeh latnem fo seussi taht detseggus stnecseloda ,deksa nehW 
more in the curriculum but also cautioned that teachers determine the e�ectiveness of  these lessons 
through their enthusiasm and creativity. They expressed concerns about confidentiality, and they were 
more comfortable having these conversations with peers. Seeking student input might be an import-
ant first step for a secondary school developing an intervention for mental health and well-being. 

 )5102( scimedacA dnoyeB srenraeL detfiG rof nrecnoC s’rehgallaG semaJ .rD    

by Del Siegle,  Journal for the Education of  the Gifted, 38    .36–85 ,)1( 

 fi yllaicepse ,revewoH .detfig era ohw stneduts htiw seussi htlaeh latnem etaicossa ton yam eW 
they are bored in school, gifted students may not thrive unless their teachers take an active role in 
both challenging and supporting them. 

 )4102( sllikS lanoitomE–laicoS ’stnedutS dna ’srehcaeT htoB gnitegraT noitnevretnI denibmoC A    

by Cristina Iizuka, Paula Barrett, Robyn Gillies, Clayton Cook, & Welber Marinovic,  Australian Jour-
nal of  Guidance and Counselling, 24       .661–251 ,)2( 

 ot tnempoleved lanoisseforp deviecer ytinummoc degatnavdasid a ni loohcs a ni gnikrow srehcaeT 
teach social and emotional skills to students and participated in a resilience program for themselves. 
The intervention was well received by the teachers and it helped students to decrease their anxiety. 
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same grade level. Having well-established routines and a safe and positive environ-
ment will make it easier to embrace DI and UDL. The more you help students to 
understand themselves as learners, that is, to be metacognitive and to advocate for 
their own learning (ideas developed throughout this book), the easier it will be for 
students to make good choices of tasks. Help them to know themselves as learners, 
understand what they are good at, and recognize what they need to work at (http://
seabc.pbworks.com).

Think of DI as the basis for offering learning opportunities in varied, adapted, 
and engaging ways so you can ensure that everyone learns and demonstrates their 
learning in meaningful ways. Approach it as one key part of using UDL to inform all 
aspects of your practice so that, right from the initial planning, you are focusing on 
making learning accessible to all.

As the website of Alberta Education reminds teachers, “Differentiated instruc-
tion is a philosophy and an approach to teaching in which teachers and school com-
munities work to support the learning of all students through strategic assessment, 
thoughtful planning, and targeted, flexible instruction” (2010; https://education.
alberta.ca/media/384968/makingadifference_2010.pdf). So when you use UDL and 
DI, you will not disadvantage any students; this approach gives all students multiple 
opportunities to make sense of what they are learning and to demonstrate what they 
are learning.

Progress Monitoring: Response to Intervention
When the Ontario Ministry of Education introduced its teachers to UDL and DI in 
Education for All (2005), it included a third key concept that can contribute to this 
approach to teaching, learning, and assessment: continual progress monitoring.  
Progress monitoring is important for learners of all ages. One specific form of prog-
ress monitoring, more often focused on primary students until recently, has received 
considerable attention; it is called response to intervention (RTI). RTI is a way of 
thinking about how we can intervene before students fail by intensifying and improv-
ing teaching for struggling learners. It is often described as tiered intervention or a 
multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) (Witzel & Clarke, 2015). Children who 
are struggling after receiving excellent instruction (tier 1) are given a different type 
of instruction, which is more intense and of longer duration than regular classroom 
instruction (tier 2). For example, if some students in a grade 1 class are not learning 
to read with their peers, they could be taught in a small group of two to five; this 
may take place for ten to twenty weeks for forty-five minutes on most days. At the 
end of this intervention, those who have learned to read return to regular classroom 
instruction, while those who are still struggling move to the next tier (tier 3) of more 
intense and more individualized teaching.

A 2007 Canadian study by Marcia Barnes of the University of Guelph and 
Lesly Wade-Woolley of Queen’s University suggests that learning disabilities can be 
decreased by up to 70 percent by a combination of early screening, progress monitor-
ing, and intensive teaching. RTI has received much attention in the past decade, and 
many states in the United States have already recognized it as an appropriate means 
of identifying learning disabilities. A review by Kent McIntosh and colleagues from 
UBC (2011) describes the state of implementation of RTI for identifying students 
with learning disabilities in New Brunswick, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British 
Columbia. Ontario’s Education for All (2005) describes UDL, DI, and RTI in a docu-
ment for teachers and administrators.
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