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Meeting the Needs of Children and Adolescents 
with Special Needs in Rural and Northern Canada 

 
Summary Report 

 
Introduction 
 
The Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs (CECASN) was 
established in October, 2000 to focus on the distinct challenges faced by children and 
adolescents with special needs living in rural and northern Canada. CECASN adopted a broad 
resource-based definition of special needs, consistent with the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD). By continuing to promote an understanding of special 
needs that incorporates disabilities, difficulties and disadvantages and emphasizes the resources 
needed to compensate for any of these, CECASN supports the full extension of rights to all 
children with special needs living in rural and Northern Canada.  
 
The Centre approached Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) to assist them in extracting 
the policy implications of their research findings over the first five years of operation and in 
bringing together a broad range of stakeholders from across Canada to discuss these 
implications. The goal was to develop action and research priorities to enhance the well-being of 
children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern Canada.  
 
This report provides a summary of the research conclusions, policy implications and action 
priorities developed at a national policy roundtable held on September 9, 2005. The first section 
highlights the recent policy context for this work, outlines the Centre’s work and approach to 
special needs, and describes the roundtable. The second section focuses on the research findings 
and recommendations. The third section summarizes the roundtable discussions, and in the last 
section it draws on all the elements to propose action and research priorities.  
 
 
Policy Context 
 
The Government of Canada ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991, an 
international treaty based on the principle of the best interests of the child. Specifically, the 
Convention recognizes the civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights of people less than 
18 years of age. As part of this international commitment to invest in the well-being of vulnerable 
children, the Government of Canada responded with the Child Development Initiative (CDI). 
The Community Action Program for Children was the largest program of this initiative. 
 
In 1997, the federal government announced the National Children’s Agenda (NCA) as a next 
step in addressing the needs of children in Canada. The NCA was framed as an opportunity to 
work together across sectors and levels of government to ensure that all Canada’s children have 
the best possible opportunity to develop to their full potential as healthy, successful and 
contributing members of society. The National Children’s Agenda was designed as a far-
reaching, long-term action plan for coordinating and advancing actions in a wide range of 
children’s issues. One of the concrete commitments of the NCA was the establishment of 
Centres of Excellence for Children’s Well-Being.  
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The overall purpose of the Centres of Excellence for Children’s Well-Being was to enhance the 
understanding of and responsiveness to the physical and mental health needs of children (up to 
age 18 years) as well as the critical conditions for healthy development. The Centre of 
Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs (CECASN) was established in 2000 
along with four other centres. The Centres were each given an initial five-year mandate to ensure 
that important knowledge about children and their healthy development is broadly distributed 
among families, community-based organizations, educators, health professionals, non-
government organizations and governments.  
 
In A Canada Fit for Children, released in May 2004, the Government of Canada presented its 
official response to the commitments made at the 2002 United Nations General Assembly 
Special Session on Children, and pledged to continue to make children and families a national 
priority. 
 
Both the Convention on the Rights of the Child and A Canada Fit for Children recognize that all 
children have rights and that some children with special needs due to specific challenges, require 
additional support to ensure that their rights are respected. These documents lay a good 
foundation by explicitly acknowledging that some children will need additional supports in order 
to enjoy their rights and achieve positive outcomes. However, a consistent and inclusive 
definition of special needs is necessary, going beyond disability, to ensure that some children do 
not fall between the cracks of policies intended to ensure the full enjoyment of their rights.  
 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), in its work on 
education policy and access to special education supports in member countries, has adopted both 
a rights- and a resource-based definition of special needs (OECD, 2003:11). While definitions 
and understandings of special needs vary greatly across disciplines and countries, to ensure that 
no child is denied their rights, a broad understanding, such as the one used by the OECD, is most 
appropriate. Thus the term special needs is understood in this document to “encompass all 
children and adolescents who require additional public or private resources beyond those 
normally required to support healthy development” (CECASN, 2002). 
 
Canada’s own commitments to children with special needs, as found in A Canada Fit for 
Children, include recognition of the importance of equity of access to programs and services, and 
the importance of strong community capacity to support children with special needs and their 
families. Accordingly, Canada “will expand the knowledge base on children with disabilities to 
identify ways to further support inclusion in Canadian communities…and strive to provide a 
range of supports to help meet the needs of the child and the family” (Social Development 
Canada, 2004). 
 
Concern for the well-being of Canadian children continues to be paramount and governments at 
all levels recognize that children’s needs can be addressed through strengthening supports to 
families and communities. The release of Canada’s plan of action highlights the commitment of 
governments to all children in Canada and provides a standard against which to compare 
progress. 
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Progress has been made on addressing the needs of young children through the promotion of an 
early learning and child care agenda, though much remains to be done. Research has shown, 
however, that the needs of older children, and of children with special needs, have not been 
adequately recognized or addressed. In a 2001 CPRN report, Enabling Citizenship: Full 
Inclusion of Children with Disabilities and their Parents, Fraser Valentine stated that “children 
with disabilities and their parents do not benefit from full access to work, education, and 
individual and community supports and services” (Valentine, 2001: 68). Similarly, a Canadian 
Council on Social Development study, Children and Youth with Special Needs, reported that 
Canadian “children and youth with special needs are not being served adequately and there are 
many barriers to services.” The CCSD report reminded readers that “Article 23 of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child recognizes that children with disabilities have the right to 
enjoy full and decent lives… However, … this opportunity is not fully enjoyed by all children 
with special needs” (CCSD, 2001: 53). The findings in the CCSD report were based on a 
synthetic review of existing research, original analyses of National Longitudinal Survey of 
Children and Youth data and a cross-Canada survey of service providers (CCSD, 2001).  
 
Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs 
 
The Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs focuses on the 
distinct challenges faced by children and adolescents with special needs living in rural and 
northern Canada and is sponsored and administered by Lakehead University. The Centre’s 
national partners are the Government of Nunavut, Memorial University of Newfoundland, 
Mount Saint Vincent University, and the University of Northern British Columbia. The Centre, 
one of four Centres of Excellence focusing on children’s health and well-being, was given an 
initial five-year mandate to undertake research to support improved outcomes for children and 
youth with special needs in rural and northern Canada.  
 
As stated earlier, the Centre has adopted a broad definition of special needs, consistent with the 
OECD approach, in order to ensure the full extension of rights to all children living in rural and 
Northern Canada. This definition includes children and adolescents who require additional 
resources because of exceptional gifts and talents, physical, sensory, cognitive and learning 
challenges, mental health issues as well as problems due to social, cultural, linguistic or family 
factors. This innovative resource-based definition of special needs has considerable support 
internationally because it has several distinct advantages. First, in this definition what is stressed 
is the adaptations that must be made to improve outcomes for children and adolescents with 
special needs rather than deficits “within” children and youth. Second, the definition cuts across 
differences in provincial, territorial, federal and international definitions of special needs and 
creates a common standard based on resources. Third, the definition is attractive for policy 
purposes because it is concerned with the additional efforts that must be made to improve 
outcomes for those with special needs within the general context of providing efficient services 
for all children and adolescents (CECASN, 2002). 
 
The range of special needs, broadly understood, is large, as there are many reasons why children 
and adolescents may require additional resources to support their development and well being. In 
its first five years of work, the Centre has focused, after extensive consultation, on four specific 
areas of paramount importance to rural and northern communities. They are special needs around: 
nutrition, including issues related to food access, adequacy and obesity; substance abuse, including 
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fetal alcohol syndrome and solvent abuse; learning and communication, including literacy, 
numeracy, giftedness and special talents and; mental health, including depression and suicide.  
 
The Centre’s five years of work confirmed that prevention and early intervention are of vital 
importance because they provide the best prospects for improving children’s health and 
education. The reality, however, is that many children and youth with special needs, particularly 
in rural and northern Canada, are still without services and those few services that do exist are 
often culturally or linguistically inappropriate. There is a compelling need for health, prevention 
and early intervention services and special education across the North and in parts of rural 
Canada that has been extensively documented and confirmed by the Centre’s work (A Northern 
Light, 2005: 6). 
 
Building on What We Know: Moving to Action 
 
As the Centre’s research findings confirm and build on the conclusions of earlier studies and 
reports, CECASN and Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) worked together in 
undertaking a policy-relevant review and analysis of the research completed in their first five- 
year mandate with a view to building a policy network around the key issues; discerning the 
public policy implications of their research work and translating those into policy 
recommendations; and, outlining a public policy approach for the Centre for the next five years.  
 
This report provides an overview of the messages emerging from the research and the 
deliberations of a roundtable of stakeholders brought together by Canadian Policy Research 
Networks and the Centre of Excellence. The stakeholders were asked to reflect on the policy 
implications of the research in the light of their knowledge, expertise and understanding of the 
current policy environment in Canada. The report outlines a set of policy principles, 
recommendations and action priorities to address the unmet needs of children and adolescents 
with special needs in rural and northern Canada.  
 
Roundtable for Canadian Policy-Makers 
 
The Centre of Excellence and Canadian Policy Research Networks joined together to convene a 
national roundtable on addressing the needs of children and adolescents with special needs in 
rural and northern Canada. Representatives of community organizations, government policy-
makers and members of academia reviewed the findings of five years of research by the Centre 
on Friday, September 9, 2005 in Thunder Bay (see Appendix 1 for the roundtable agenda). 
 
The aim of the roundtable was to assess the policy implications of the Centre’s five years of 
research and to develop action priorities to support children and adolescents with special needs in 
rural and northern Canada. More specifically, the aims of the dialogue were to:  
 

• Communicate the policy implications of the Centre’s research results to members of the 
Canadian policy community (federal, provincial/territorial, regional, Aboriginal) 

 

• Develop action priorities for governments, non-governmental organizations and communities 
 

• Determine how governments can best work collaboratively to advance these priorities 
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The event was co-chaired by David Hay, Director of the Family Network at Canadian Policy 
Research Networks and Julia O’Sullivan, Director of the Centre of Excellence for Children and 
Adolescents with Special Needs. The roundtable included discussion of the research findings in 
plenary and small group discussions focusing on the implications of the findings for public 
policy. Each small group was facilitated by a member of CPRN or the Centre.  
 
The following sections of this report contain the key messages arising from the Centre’s 
research, and summaries of the most salient themes and perspectives emerging from the 
roundtable discussions. The report concludes by outlining the action priorities emphasized by 
roundtable participants (see Appendix 2 for the list of participants). 
 
The roundtable agenda, list of participants and highlights of each small group discussion are 
included in the appendices.  
 
 
The Research 
 
The key issues and recommendations arising from the Centre’s research were captured in a 
briefing note (see Appendix 4) prepared by Canadian Policy Research Networks and distributed 
to participants prior to the roundtable. The key elements of the briefing note are presented below.  
 
Definitional Statements 
 
For the purposes of the roundtable, the use and meaning of certain terminology was clarified: 
 
Community refers to a group of people usually living in a given geographical area who interact 
with each other and who share a common bond. 
 
Access means that services are readily available and appropriate and that each child, from birth 
to 18 years of age, is eligible. 
 
The Findings 
 
Prevention and early intervention are fundamental to achieving well-being for children and 
adolescents with special needs in rural and northern Canada, according to the findings from the 
Centre’s research. The Centre summarized its findings under four key conclusions about how to 
achieve effective prevention and early intervention: 
 
1. Access to appropriate services is essential for effective prevention and early intervention. 

People living in rural and northern communities have a right to effective health, child care, 
and education services.  

 
2. Community involvement and participation at all stages of the design, planning, 

implementation, operation, and evaluation of services must become the norm.  
 
3. Members of the community in rural and northern Canada must have appropriate and high-

quality education, training, and professional development. 
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4. A policy network for children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern 
Canada that fosters knowledge sharing and the development of focused strategies for 
knowledge uptake and policy development should be established. 

 
The Policy Principles 
 
To improve the well-being of children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern 
Canada, the Canadian policy environment must respond to and correspond with the evidence 
presented, i.e., it must be “evidence-based.” According to the Centre’s research, the current and 
future well-being of these young people depends on the following principles: 
 

• The effective harmonization of policies across federal, provincial/territorial, Aboriginal, 
regional, and local jurisdictions 

 

• The establishment of culturally sensitive, respectful, collaborative, and community-driven 
approaches to research, policy and practice 

 

• Community capacity building with the objective of providing choices and opportunities for 
children and families 

 

• Children and families must be able to access information and communicate, including via 
technology, in the language preferable to for them 

 
These policy principles suggest an overarching policy framework that is necessary to enable 
effective and sustainable policy initiatives. In the absence of this framework, children and 
families will have fewer choices and opportunities, and this could restrict their ability to achieve 
well-being. 
 
The Recommendations 
 
Within this larger enabling policy environment the Centre proposes a number of recommendations 
for policy-makers at all levels. These recommendations are clustered to correspond with the four 
conclusions supported by the Centre’s research findings.  
 
1. Equitable access to effective services across rural and northern Canada 
 

i. Child development screening programs that include follow-up, diagnostic assessment, 
prevention and interventions must be available to all rural and northern children from 
birth on. 

 
ii. A framework for implementing and sustaining communication and information 

technology throughout rural and northern Canada must be established. This framework 
must include: strategies for community readiness, equitable and accelerated access 
allowing for concurrent multiple uses, ongoing user-support, and training. 

 
iii. A Special Needs Information Service On-line must be established in all regions of the 

country to provide and collect information about services for children and adolescents 
with special needs.  
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2. Involve the community in all stages of research and service development, provision  
and evaluation 
 
i. Members of the child’s own community must be paramount in the development and 

provision of child care and education. 
 
ii. The importance and necessity of sustained funding for community involvement must be 

recognized. 
 
3. Develop and provide appropriate education, training and professional development 

with the highest standards  
 
i. Community members must have access to high-quality training and education that is 

properly funded and sustained, and enhanced by best practice distance learning models. 
 
ii. A national framework for establishing competency guidelines for child care providers 

and educators must be developed. 
 
4. Establish a policy network for children and adolescents with special needs in rural  

and northern Canada  
 
i. A national environmental scan of children and adolescents with special needs, based on 

the OECD definition of special needs, must be conducted and include markers for 
Francophones, Aboriginal status and other cultural specifiers. 

 
ii. A national policy network funded by government and based on a co-productive 

relationship between the network and government must be established 
 
Roundtable participants were invited to use these findings, principles and recommendations to 
guide their comments. They were given the opportunity to clarify and expand on the issues raised 
and to propose additional areas for action. In the following section, the key messages from the 
deliberations are highlighted and summarized. Additional details on the day’s proceedings and 
discussions can be found in the appendices. 
 
 
The Roundtable 
 
The aims of the roundtable were to communicate the policy implications of the Centre’s research 
results, to engage participants in the development of action priorities for governments, non-
governmental organizations and communities, and to determine how governments can best work 
collaboratively to advance these priorities.  
 
The Honourable Carolyn Bennett, Minister of State for Public Health, opened the day by placing 
the work of the Centre in the context of the larger public policy issues of the day. She urged 
participants to provide the Public Health Agency of Canada and the federal government good, 
solid evidence and promising avenues to pursue in meeting the needs of children and young 
adults. In particular, Minister Bennett highlighted the need for an on-going relationship between 
stakeholders and the government, for building crosswalks between departments to enable more 
comprehensive action, for identification of best practices and a bottom up approach to issues and, 
finally, for support on the Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) file. She ended with a 
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caution that attention must be paid to ensuring that the tide raises “all” boats because the 
consequences, as seen in New Orleans so recently, can be tragic. 
 
Following the Minister’s opening comments, Frederick Gilbert, President of Lakehead 
University welcomed the participants to Thunder Bay and to the university. He highlighted the 
contribution of the Centre of Excellence and of Lakehead University to capacity building in the 
North. He began by describing the Advanced Technology and Academic Centre (ATAC). The 
new high technology ATAC infrastructure will allow Lakehead to offer increased distance 
education accessibility to serve a large and remote population throughout the North to support 
improved educational outcomes. Dr. Gilbert then profiled the newly inaugurated Northern 
Ontario School of Medicine, which began accepting students this academic year. He emphasized 
this new faculty’s strong emphasis on the special features of northern Ontario. These include: a 
diversity of cultures – Aboriginal, Francophone, remote communities, small town rural, large 
rural community and regional centres and more. Working in tandem and individually, the Centre 
of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs, the Advanced Technology and 
Academic Centre and the Northern Ontario School of Medicine will contribute significantly to 
the well-being of Canadians living in rural, remote and northern regions.  
 
Julia O’Sullivan introduced the Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special 
Needs. She explained that the Centre had adopted the OECD resource based definition of special 
needs because of its appropriateness for children living in rural and northern communities the 
focus of the Centre’s work. She emphasized how the Centre works to produce new knowledge 
and turns it into concrete products (e.g., educational services) that can be used to improve the 
lives of children with special needs. Highlighting the Centre’s achievements during its first five 
years of operation, she described the Centre’s particular strengths in terms of community 
involvement at every stage of its work, a focus on Aboriginal children and unique partnership 
opportunities. She demonstrated how these strengths contributed to the Centre’s ability to 
work across sectors and jurisdictions and to build a national presence from a regional base. 
Several examples from the Centre’s different sites around the country were used to illustrate 
these points. The PowerPoint deck that accompanied this presentation can be accessed at 
www.coespecialneeds.ca.  
 
Dr. O’Sullivan described how five key messages about children and adolescents with special 
needs emerge from all the research findings produced in the Centre since 2000. Each of those 
messages carries with it specific recommendations for policy makers. She pointed out to 
participants that they had been invited to the roundtable to review and discuss these messages 
and recommendations, and advise on how to facilitate their maximum impact for children. She 
advised that the Centre wanted to continue its work in the future helping to realize the 
commitments in A Canada Fit for Children. She invited the participants to join with the Centre 
in a network that would help realize that goal.  
 
Following this presentation, participants were divided into three small groups to ensure a range 
of perspectives and expertise. The day was divided into three opportunities for small groups to 
dialogue with each other, and two occasions for reporting back to the larger group and discussing 
in plenary. The groups were each assigned one issue area to discuss during each session. The 
issue areas represented the key messages and recommendations that the Centre put forth, based 
on their research findings. The first four issue areas discussed by the small groups corresponded 
with the four policy principles making up the enabling framework proposed by the Centre. 
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The second set of issue areas addressed the specific policy recommendations put forth by the 
Centre as high priorities for action, within the enabling policy framework. The topics for the 
small group sessions were: 
 

• The effective harmonization of policies 
 

• The establishment of culturally sensitive, respectful, collaborative and community-driven 
approaches 

 

• Capacity building for each community  
 

• Providing access to information and communication in the language most appropriate 
 

• Ensuring equitable access to high-quality services 
 

• Involving the community at all stages of research and service development, provision and 
evaluation 

 

• Appropriate training, education and professional development 
 

• The establishment of a policy network for rural and northern Canada 
 
The agenda, found in Appendix 1, identifies the topic for each of the small group sessions.  
 
Themes and Perspectives 
 
During the report back from the small groups, a number of themes and perspectives emerged in 
plenary. They are grouped under the areas discussed by each small group. The highlights of each 
small group discussion can be found in Appendix 3. 
 
• The effective harmonization of policies 
 
Participants agreed that there is an urgent need for effective communication between jurisdictions 
and for harmonization of policies affecting children and adolescents with special needs in rural and 
northern Canada. It was proposed that the notion of putting the citizen at the centre of the policy 
debate would allow governments to find ways to cooperate and avoid jurisdictional disagreements 
in meeting the needs of people. It would allow all levels of government to work in a 
complementary fashion to meet those needs. There is a high degree of frustration at the community 
level (both families and service providers) that lack of communication and coordination within and 
between governments is leading to unnecessary gaps and duplications.  
 
• Culturally and linguistically respectful and sensitive approaches 
 
Participants focussed on the critical importance of engaging members of the specific 
communities being targeted by a particular policy, practice or research project in a meaningful 
way throughout the process. A simple word-for-word translation of materials or models does not 
address the cultural differences, and providing tests or assessments developed in the South or for 
other target communities is not seen as adequate or appropriate to meet the needs of children and 
youth in rural and northern Canada.  
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• Building community capacity 
 
Participants highlighted that community capacity could be built through community participation 
in all stages of research, policy-making and practice. When community members actively 
participate in research, policy-making and practice, their own individual capacity and their 
communities’ capacity increases. At the same time the research, policy and practice itself 
becomes more effective and strategic by virtue of their participation and contribution. 
 
• Providing access to information 
 
According to participants, access to information has two facets. The first is the effective 
dissemination of information so that it does, in fact, reach the audience. The second is the quality 
of that information, in other words, can it be easily understood and is it meaningful to the 
audience, given their culture and the context within which they live?  
 
To ensure information reaches the desired audience, roundtable participants suggested that 
partnerships must be developed to improve dissemination. By partnering with communities and 
stakeholders, the most appropriate and effective tools can be chosen (e.g., formal vs. informal, 
face-to-face vs. mediated by technology, etc.). Once these partnerships have determined the best 
methods of providing access, they need to ensure that the messages are clear, the vocabulary is 
suitable and the language is appropriate.  
 
• Equitable access to effective services 
 
Participants stressed the importance of services being available to all those who need them and 
that these services must meet their needs effectively. It was agreed that technology could support 
these goals of equity and effectiveness, however much still needed to be done for technology to 
capitalize on its potential for making a significant difference.  
 
To contribute to equitable access, broadband technology must be made available uniformly 
across rural and remote regions, which is not currently the case. In addition, the broadband 
capacity must be such that multiple, concurrent usage is possible. Otherwise, communities are 
faced with unacceptable trade-offs between essential services such as education and health care. 
A typical example of this scenario is the use of distance education technology for a course in a 
local high school precluding a simultaneous telemedicine application at the community health 
centre. This forces communities to choose between equally vital services and weakens equitable 
access. Furthermore, once technology itself is equitably available it must be sustained through 
ongoing training, maintenance and provision for upgrading and replacing hardware and software.  
 
Secondly, effective services depend on factors already highlighted, including a focus on prevention 
and cultural and linguistic appropriateness and others to be mentioned in the following points. 
Participants recommended that demonstration projects be undertaken to identify and evaluate 
approaches and that those proven effective benefit from sustained funding to replicate, expand and 
maintain them.  
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• Involving the community 
 
It was agreed that developing relationships with the community based on mutual respect and 
reciprocity were key to meeting their needs effectively. Participants stressed the importance of 
investing significant resources in both community-initiated processes and in sustaining collaboration 
between governments, researchers, non-governmental organizations and communities.  
 
• Appropriate training and education 
 
Roundtable participants felt that effective, sustainable services for children with special needs in 
rural and northern Canada required new training, education and professional development 
models designed for community members, including parents. It was noted that opportunities for 
training, education and professional development were not currently accessible to community 
members due to a variety of barriers including distance, language, cost and relevance. In 
addition, the models in existence tend to be of an ad hoc nature, dependant on short-term, 
project-based funding. Participants emphasized the need for planned, long-term and sustained 
training initiatives. A variety of approaches were proposed, however the common message was 
that the models and approaches must reach and involve community members to enable them to 
deliver culturally and linguistically appropriate services in a sustained fashion to their own 
communities.  
 
• A sustainable and effective policy network 
 
There was consensus that a sustainable policy network would provide a venue for horizontal and 
collaborative approaches to policy development by creating linkages between various policy 
communities. This would contribute significantly to improving the lives of children and 
adolescents with special needs in rural and northern Canada by facilitating better coordination of 
services across jurisdictions, promoting knowledge exchange about best practices and 
encouraging more strategic research. Moreover, it was agreed that this policy network needed a 
stable, permanent structure, with adequate, secure funding to fulfill its mandate. It was also 
stressed that the membership of this network must be broad and inclusive. The first tasks of such 
a network would be to undertake an environmental scan to ensure adequate representation and to 
develop common definitions to guide future work.  
 
In summary, the small group discussions confirmed participants’ support for the action areas 
identified by CECASN and resulted in refinements and modifications to reflect the range of 
expertise and experience in the room. The objective of the small group sessions was to be able to 
have more in-depth discussion on the particular issues and themes.  
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Conclusions 
 
In the closing plenary, participants were asked to reflect upon the deliberations of the day, both 
within their own groups and through the reports back from other groups, and to identify their 
priorities for research, policy or practice. This discussion revealed some key messages and action 
priorities shared across a broad cross-section of stakeholders.  
 
Key Messages 
 
1. Children and adolescents with special needs living in rural and northern Canada have unique 

and particular challenges due to both their geographic location and their cultural realities. 
The diversity of languages and cultures, often in remote and impoverished communities, 
must be taken into consideration in all research, policy and practice. All decisions must 
recognize and reflect the importance of First Nations, Inuit, Métis and Francophone cultural 
communities across rural and northern Canada.  

 
2. To successfully address the needs of rural and northern children and adolescents with special 

needs, all stakeholders must work towards common definitions and understandings that are 
culturally respectful and meaningful. These common definitions can be elaborated through 
enhanced collaboration across sectors and levels of government.  

 
3. Information and communication technologies (ITCs) do hold promise for promoting greater 

well-being and better outcomes for children and adolescents with special needs in rural and 
northern Canada. However, it was emphasized that ICTs were not a miracle solution and that 
serious inequities in access to these technologies, particularly broadband, had to be addressed 
for a positive impact to be felt.  

 
Action Priorities 
 
1. There was a strong sense that increased and sustained collaboration amongst a broad 

range of stakeholders that included community members and government representatives 
must be a first step in addressing the needs of children and adolescents. This collaboration 
could take many forms, however a permanent, stable, inclusive policy network for rural and 
northern Canada was seen as the most promising avenue for immediate action. A 
collaborative policy network could lead to more strategic research, successful harmonization 
of policies, and effective program design and service delivery.  

 
2. Equally important to participants was the need for more and better communication at all 

levels. Communication in all languages of the North, including the use of simple, clear 
vocabulary without jargon, was critical to meeting the needs of children and adolescents and 
their families. Information and communication technology (ICT) was seen as having the 
potential to contribute to improved access to information, as long as there was equitable 
distribution and the content was relevant and appropriate. Research has consistently shown 
that information about services, programs and disabilities is a critical need for parents and 
professionals. (e.g,. SNIS, the Special Needs Information Service On-line developed by the 
Centre).  
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3. Capacity-building for children, families, community members and front-line workers offers 
hope for improving the well-being of children and adolescents with special needs in rural and 
northern Canada. Capacity-building is both a means and an end in itself. By involving 
children, families, community members and front-line workers in collaboration, by 
disseminating better information in more suitable formats, and by offering well-planned, 
long-term, effective training and education, communities will be empowered to meet their 
own needs in a sustainable and meaningful fashion.  

 
Research Priorities  
 
Roundtable participants also identified a number of important research priorities to improve 
the outcomes of children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern Canada. These 
urgent priorities are:  
 
1. An environmental scan to identify and catalogue what is being offered, what are the best 

practices or duplication, and what are the gaps, including on-reserve and Métis communities 
 

2. Quantification of the special needs population in rural and northern Canada 
 

3. An analysis of the cost of not meeting the needs of children and adolescents 
 

4. More attention to Arctic issues and developing a framework for ICT across rural and 
northern Canada 

 
The roundtable ended on a hopeful note. Despite the range of challenges and the frustrations, 
participants felt encouraged by the scope of the day and the fruitful deliberations. All concurred 
that the Centre had played an important role as a catalyst for the gathering and they urged the 
Centre to take a strong leadership position in moving forward with the key messages of the day. 
Participants were strongly in favour of continuing the collaboration begun at the roundtable by 
convening a policy network for children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern 
Canada.  
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Appendix 1. Roundtable Agenda 
 
 

Meeting the Needs of Children and Adolescents with Special Needs 
in Rural and Northern Canada 

 
 

Centre of Excellence and CPRN Roundtable 
September 9, 2005 

8:00 a.m. to 4:45 p.m. 
 

Valhalla Inn 
Thunder Bay, Ontario 

 
AGENDA 

 
Note: A special tour and reception will be held at Lakehead University’s new Advanced 

Technology & Academic Centre on Thursday, September 8th at 7pm. 
 
8:00 Coffee and Muffins 
 Note: Refreshments will be available all day. 
 
8:30 Opening Invocation Local Elder 

 Opening Remarks Honourable Carolyn Bennett, Minister of State for Public 
Health 

 Welcome to Lakehead Frederick Gilbert, President, Lakehead University  
 
9:00 Showcasing the Centre Julia O’Sullivan, Director of the Centre of Excellence 
 of Excellence 
 
9:15 Setting the Stage David Hay and Judi Varga-Toth 
 
9:30 Plenary – Comments on the Briefing Note and Report 
 
10:00  Refreshment Break 
 
10:15 Small Group Discussions – Policy Framework 

 Move to breakout rooms – lists of participants and rooms will be distributed. Please 
select a note taker and rapporteur for your group. 
 
Group 1: The effective harmonization of policies. 

Group 2: The establishment of culturally sensitive, respectful, collaborative, and 
community-driven approaches. 

Group 3: Capacity building for each community to provide choices and opportunities 
for families and children. 

 
11:30  Report from Small Groups 
 
Noon  Lunch 
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1:00 Small Group Discussions – Action Priorities 
 
Group 1: Providing access to information and communication in the language most 

appropriate for children and families.  

Group 2: Ensuring equitable access to high-quality services. 

Group 3: Involving the community at all stages of research and service development, 
provision and evaluation. 

 
2:00 Break 
 
2:15 Small Group Discussions – Action Priorities 

 
Group 1: Appropriate training, education and professional development for members of 

the community. 

Group 2: A child and youth policy network for rural and northern Canada. 
 
3:15 Report Back from Two Sets of Small Group Sessions 
 
3:45 Plenary – Moving Forward: Perspectives and Actions 
 
4:30 Closing Remarks 
 
4:45 Adjourn 
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Appendix 2. List of Participants 
 
 

Centre of Excellence and CPRN Roundtable on Supporting Children 
with Special Needs in Rural and Northern Canada 

 
September 9, 2005 

Valhalla Inn, Thunder Bay, Ontario 
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Ministry of Education, Government of Ontario 
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Aboriginal Affairs, Human Resources and Skills Development Canada 
 
Gillian Corless 
Nunavut’s Promise to Children and Youth 
Health and Social Services, Government of Nunavut 
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Co-Director 
Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs 
Department of Psychology, Memorial University of Newfoundland 
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Selma Ford 
Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami 
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Maternal Child and Community Health, Health Canada 
 
Peter Geikie 
Department of Education, Government of Nunavut 
 
Margo Greenwood 
Director 
Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs 
University of Northern British Columbia 
 
David Hay 
Director, Family Network 
Canadian Policy Research Networks 
 
Karen Isaac 
BC Aboriginal Child Care Society 
 
Helene Johnson 
Métis National Council 
 
Erin Keough 
Open Learning and Information Network 
Memorial University of Newfoundland 
 
Kim Kienapple 
Co-Director 
Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs 
Mount Saint Vincent University 
Department of Child and Youth Study 
 
Bonnie Knott 
Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs 
Lakehead University 
 
Angela Koppe 
Centres of Excellence 
Public Health Agency of Canada 
 



 

Meeting the Needs of Children and Adolescents with Special Needs: Summary Report 21 

Stoney McCart 
Director 
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Northern Health Authority 
 
Julia O’Sullivan 
National Director 
Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs 
Lakehead University 
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Prenatal and Early Child Development, Department of Health and Community Services 
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Childhood and Adolescence, Public Health Agency of Canada 
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Department of Education, Government of Ontario 
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Assistant Director, Family Network 
Canadian Policy Research Networks 
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Appendix 3. Highlights of the Small Group Sessions 
 
 

Highlights of the Small Group Sessions 

September 9, 2005, Thunder Bay 

Higher Order/Synthetic Findings: 
 Simple, clear messages needed with uniformly understood definitions 

o If the definitions are too broad it is very difficult for policy makers to address the issues as the 
chosen definition can bring in all kinds of jurisdictional problems. For example, a well-being 
framework might be useful and non-stigmatising but a hard one to sell to policy makers.  

o Governments need to rationalize access because of scarce funds, the larger the definition, the 
harder to rationalize 

 Place the citizen at the centre to allow better harmonization 
o The citizen with special needs at the centre of the discussion allows the focus to be on their 

needs, holistically, rather than on a specific condition or the place they live or their age, which 
brings in more jurisdictional wrangling 

 Focus on best practices, find and highlight them, examine how to replicate them 
o It is currently an approach used in hard sciences and medicine and some social science and 

program people are doing it as well 
o A meta-analysis of studies of effectiveness of particular programs and approaches can produce 

a list of best practices 
o Case studies, anecdotal evidence can also showcase promising approaches that shed light on 

a solution 
o These can motivate change at all levels if well communicated 

 There are very particular challenges associated with living remotely and these need to be recognized 
o Of critical importance is the need to address both Aboriginal Canadians needs and realities and 

those of francophone Canadians living across rural and northern Canada 
o In order to address the needs of these communities and families adequately, attention must be 

paid to language and culture equally 
 Better communication/sharing/networking needed at all levels and between all audiences 

o The policy network approach is consistent with this finding 
o You need a broad audience and “active” participants rather than a passive information 

dissemination role 
 Planned, long term sustained training must be the focus, rather than ad hoc training or networking 

o All training and networking needs to be part of a package, not one-off 
o There is a need for permanent structures to move the issues forward 

 Everyone needs to be “at the table,” i.e., governments, NGOs, researchers, front-line, parents 
o Need to look at how to ensure that all the right people are at the table 
o Some consensus that the front-line workers who are with families, children, day-by-day, need 

to be involved in networking and solution seeking 
 New technology is useless without capacity to sustain (training, repair, upgrade) and broaden 

access to those who do not have access yet 
o Need to be concerned that technology becomes part of the problem or just a paper solution 
o Access needs to be broadened 
o Proper supports need to be in place or the technology is meaningless  
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Policy Issue/ 
Recommendation 

What Is Needed What Is Being 
Done 

Milestones for What 
Could Be Done? 

1. Harmonizing 
policies across 
federal, 
provincial/ 
territorial, 
Aboriginal and 
regional 
jurisdictions 
 
Group 1, am 

- to put the citizen at the 
centre in order to reduce 
duplication and prevent 
gaps 

- raise the awareness of 
citizens 

- “mobilization of shame” 
strategy and “sunlight as 
disinfectant” 

- focus on successes 
rather than failures 

- learn how to replicate 
effectively, identify and 
use best practices 

- focus on simple and clear 
message 

- need access to a pot of 
money across different 
jurisdictions to 
demonstrate good ideas 

- focus on technology but 
keep in mind who really 
has access to it  

- a map (GIS) of what is 
available across the 
country that is current 
and kept up to date 

- there is total 
frustration at lack 
of collaboration 
within, let alone 
between, 
governments 

- the Vancouver 
Tripartite 
Agreement 

- NL and AB using 
societal indicators 
better 

- there is an 
unseemly 
defending of 
political turf 

- some success 
stories but then 
funding ends 

- NL process that 
puts child at 
centre and team 
determines what 
is best 

- Kids’ Help Phone 
- lack of political will 

and dollars 
- Roots of Empathy 

program 

- common definitions need 
to be developed across 
jurisdictions and 
agreement on what 
constitutes a basic 
service  

2. Establishing 
culturally 
sensitive, 
respectful, 
collaborative, 
and community-
driven 
approaches to 
research, policy 
and practice 
 
Group 2, am 

- adapting models for the 
North or creating brand 
new models using a 
cultural lens is essential 

- community-based delivery 
- simple communication 
- networks of many sorts 
- a community-driven 

ethics process for 
research 

- more realistic proposal 
and funding timelines 

- a national register 
accessible to all, not just 
researchers 

- workplaces need to reflect 
the community they are in 
and that they serve 

- a permanent structure to 
dialogue with government 

- elders and youth 
brought together 
with community 

- create networks to 
discuss strategic 
research needs with 
community researchers, 
to fill gaps and allow for 
short-term results 

- also create networks of 
front-line staff who really 
know, not just policy-
makers 

- define common language 
and simple vocabulary 

- seek models across 
Canada that promote 
permanent dialogue 

- look to NGO sector for 
best practice examples to 
show government how it 
can be done 

- connect with the WHO 
Observatory, which is led 
by Canada 
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Policy Issue/ 
Recommendation 

What Is Needed What Is Being Done Milestones for What 
Could Be Done? 

3. Building 
community 
capacity with the 
objective of 
providing choices 
and opportunities 
for children and 
families 
 
Group 3, am 

- new initiatives 
- community involvement in 

all aspects of the process 
- the major challenge is how 

to make the above 
happen? 

- harmonization to create 
effective and efficient 
structures for capacity-
building 

- recognize existing needs of 
communities 

- build cross-sectoral tables 
(QC example) 

- bringing people together 
- disseminate information: 

system service navigators 
- a systematic approach to 

service – equity and 
fairness 

- screening process from a 
very young age needed to 
identify and quantify 
special needs 

- the government 
does big, grandiose 
projects at the 
expense of existing 
ones 

- rural secretariat – 
NL 

 

- identify good/ 
successful existing 
models of capacity-
building and 
determine why these 
work plus importing 
ideas/models from 
elsewhere 

- replicate small 
successful systems 
rather than building 
large systems, i.e., 
small (nursing 
stations) nurse 
managed resource 
centre OS large 
access centres 

- small kitchen table 
meetings 

 

4. Providing access, 
for children and 
families, to 
information and 
enabling them to 
communicate, 
including via 
technology, in the 
language most 
appropriate for 
them 
 
Group 1, pm 

- better handle on current 
access issues 

- recognition that not 
everyone has the same 
ability to access material 

- communities need to 
identify needs and then 
members of community 
encouraged to study in that 
area 

- service providers must be 
from the local culture and 
language 

- language issues also 
include plain vs. 
professional 

- a barrier is the small 
population 

- in order to be culturally 
sensitive we should be 
looking at access through 
appropriate messengers 

- BC worked with 
occupational 
therapists and 
speech pathologists 
to put together a 
guide for parents – 
mentored someone 
in community to do 
the work with the 
community 

- Nunavut and NWT 
have set targets in 
terms of aboriginal 
teachers teaching in 
the school 

- Nunavut – language 
of instruction in 
primary schools is 
Inuktitut – teachers 
teach in ways that 
are in the language 
of the children 

 

- resources MUST be 
in the language of 
choice – that 
includes the four 
languages of the 
North  

- adapt mainstream 
resources in a 
culturally appropriate 
way 

- an adaptable “ages & 
stages” assessment 
tool for screening 

- the Centre and 
academics need to 
find a way to 
communicate 
available materials 
(diagnostic tools) to 
communities 
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Policy Issue/ 
Recommendation 

What Is Needed What Is Being Done Milestones for What 
Could Be Done? 

4. Continued - focus on a person in the 
community who becomes 
the trusted source that 
community members go to 

- message has to match the 
audience – target certain 
groups in the community 

- utilize community radio and 
television 

- one-stop shop where 
feasible – if not feasible, 
need to go back to 
communities and work 
it out 

- one-stop shop would look 
different in every 
community – in rural 
communities, outreach 
workers take the one-stop 
show out to the community 

- appropriate technology 
must include face-to-face 
modalities as print is not 
always suitable 

 - with each piece of 
research that is 
done, researchers to 
identify which piece 
of research could be 
put into language 
that is culturally 
sensitive for 
appropriate 
audiences 

5. Ensuring 
equitable access 
to high-quality 
services 

- change the terminology to 
“effective” services rather 
than high quality 

- equitable means 
appropriate to needs and 
“good enough” 

- better use of technology 
- broadband training 
- prevention is key 
- evaluation/measurement 
- indicators of effectiveness 
- connecting those touched 

by special needs through 
technology 

- social marketing of 
available services 

- social marketing of 
children’s services 

- determine how many 
potential users of service 
are out there 

- everyone needs to be at 
the table 

- FASD travelling 
team in the US, 
three experts in a 
team-based 
approach (would 
need an extender in 
local community for 
continuity) 

- do solid 
demonstration 
projects in different 
parts of the country, 
then replicate them 

- joint cost-benefit 
assessment 
(government/ 
researchers) 
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Policy Issue/ 
Recommendation 

What Is Needed What Is Being Done Milestones for What 
Could Be Done? 

5. Continued - more collaboration with the 
government needed 
throughout initiatives to 
“sell” results internally 

- the importance of NGOs 
needs to be recognized 

  

6. Involving the 
community at all 
stages of 
research and 
service 
development, 
provision and 
evaluation 
 
Group 3, pm 

- developing a relationship 
with a community to know 
what is ethical or proper 

- report back to communities 
appropriately on findings 

- guidelines and 
expectations clear for 
researchers to build trust 

- measures for consistency 
and sustainability 

- good amount of resources 
committed and identified to 
fund community initiated 
processes 

- not only government and 
researchers need to share 
but also NGOs 

- contribution agreements 
need to be flexible 

- understanding that for 
some Aboriginal 
communities the concept 
of “special needs” is 
offensive as culturally all 
children are special 

- better understanding of 
difference between health 
and education 

- a strengths-based 
perspective 

- wrap-around approach is 
useful 

- Canadian Polar 
Commission, 
designed to give 
researchers access 
to researchers 

- CLSC Sherbrooke 
has money to 
support community-
initiated projects as 
they know their 
needs best 

- Youth Know in 
Winnipeg, 
successful youth-to-
youth initiative 

- workers in 
communities have 
good research and 
info to do their work 

- Federal funds to 
support 
multidisciplinary, 
community-driven 
models of research 

- all communities, 
regardless of 
whether they are 
able to retain and 
support kids with 
special needs 

- train stakeholders to 
be researchers 

- use Aboriginal media 
to disseminate 
findings 
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Policy Issue/ 
Recommendation 

What Is Needed What Is Being Done Milestones for What 
Could Be Done? 

7. Developing and 
offering 
appropriate 
education, 
training and 
professional 
development to 
members of the 
community 
 

- training needs to be 
accredited so that ECE 
workers can officially 
assess and refer kids 

- all training must be part of 
a systematic program of 
professional development 
rather than the current ad 
hoc system 

- clarity around who is going 
to offer training, use 
universities 

- needs assessment of the 
community first, then 
design the right training 
around it 

- train-the-trainer model so 
that community members 
return home with 
knowledge to share further 

- copies of training material 
on DVD 

- sustainable dollars to allow 
for revisions, updates, new 
info to be added 

- capacity-building is critical, 
especially in ECE sector 

- community members must 
be trained to allow for 
continuity of services/care 

- parents need to be 
resourced as well 

- good model in Hollow 
Water, MB: women’s 
group joined together 
to pursue higher 
education, in 
partnership with 
University of 
Winnipeg 

- Métis National 
Council project for 
life-long learning, 
using distance 
education (HRSDC $) 

- begin with ECE 
workers and an 
accredited course 
of training for them 

- college of ECE 
- teacher education 

for Aboriginal 
people is critically 
important, huge 
shortage 
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Policy Issue/ 
Recommendation 

What Is Needed What Is Being Done Milestones for What 
Could Be Done? 

8. Establishing a 
policy network for 
children and 
adolescents with 
special needs in 
rural and northern 
Canada 

- a national environmental 
scan 

- include private sector in 
the network and all levels 
of government 

- to be effective it needs: 
good funding from a 
variety of sources, an 
opportunity to continue 
research and a clear focus 

- clear leadership and 
limited priorities 

- a place for conversations 
to happen 

- a stable, permanent 
structure 

- must include families, 
community members in 
the network 

- identify other networks 
with related mandates 

- CECASN would be 
involved in this network but 
not necessarily as the lead 

- policy development focus 
needs different 
infrastructure and people 
than current CECASN 

- who will set priorities? If 
government, then which 
levels? 

- current networks do 
not focus on children 
in the North  

- establish three major 
priorities for this 
nascent network 

- first task is to agree 
to a common 
definition 

- need a strong leader 
- devise a strategy 
- determine the 

audience 
- could look at adding 

policy capacity to 
existing Centre to 
make this work 
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Appendix 4. Briefing Note 
 
 

Supporting Children with Special Needs in Rural and Northern Canada 
 

Briefing Note 
 

Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs (CECASN) 
Roundtable for Canadian Policy-Makers 

September 9, 2005 – Thunder Bay, Ontario 
 

Organized and co-hosted by Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) 
 
I. Background 
 
The Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs (CECASN) was established 
in October 2000, by the Government of Canada, to focus on the distinct challenges faced by children and 
adolescents with special needs living in rural and northern Canada. It is one of four Centres of Excellence 
for Children’s Well-Being, a program established as part of the commitment to the National Children’s 
Agenda, 1998. 
 
The Centre is sponsored and administered by Lakehead University. The Centre’s national partners are the 
Government of Nunavut, Memorial University of Newfoundland, Mount Saint Vincent University, and 
the University of Northern British Columbia. 
 
The Centre’s vision is to establish itself as a policy network for special needs in rural and northern 
Canada; a network that works to ensure all children with special needs and their parents have choices and 
opportunities unrestricted by geography or economic resources, to achieve and maintain well-being. 
 
The Centre’s research has been based on a commitment to the following principles:  
 
1. Children and adolescents with special needs are identified as those who require additional public or 

private resources to realize their potential for learning and healthy development.1  
 
2. Children and adolescents with special needs have the same types of needs as others. Needs refer to 

those things that are necessary for quality of life, and represent interactions between the person and 
the contexts in which development occurs (family, school, community, culture). 

 
3. Each child and adolescent with special needs has a unique pattern of talents and needs. 
 
4. Children and adolescents with special needs in Canada’s north face distinct challenges associated 

with geography, distance, and diversity.  
 
5. Emerging technology promises a brighter future for children and adolescents living with special needs 

in rural and northern Canada. 
 

                                                 
1 This approach is consistent with OECD (2000). Statistics and indicators on students with learning and behaviour 

difficulties and disadvantages. Paris. 
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II. The Project 
 
The Centre approached Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) to assist them in: undertaking a 
review and analysis of the research completed in the past five years with a view to building a policy 
network around the key issues; discerning the policy-relevant implications of their research work and 
translating those into policy recommendations; and outlining a public policy approach for the Centre for 
the next five years.  
 
III. Roundtable with Canadian Policy-Makers 
 
CPRN and CECASN are co-hosting a one-day national, policy-oriented roundtable that mobilizes the 
learning and experience of the key experts and stakeholders identified by the Centre for both network and 
policy development. CPRN’s roundtable process is a proven methodology for enhancing understanding of 
how research and practice can be used to inform policy development. 
 
The aim of the roundtable is to assess the policy implications of the research undertaken by CECASN 
over its first five years and to develop action priorities to support children and adolescents with special 
needs in rural and northern Canada. More specifically, the aims of the dialogue are to:  
 
• Communicate the policy implications of the Centre’s research results to members of the Canadian 

policy community (federal, provincial/territorial, regional, Aboriginal);  
 
• Develop action priorities for governments, non-governmental organizations and communities; and 
 
• Determine how governments can best work collaboratively to advance these priorities.  
 
IV. Definitional Statements 
 
For the purposes of this roundtable, the following will clarify our intent in using certain terminology: 
 
When we refer to the community, we mean a group of people usually living in a given geographical area 
who interact with each other and who share a common bond. 
 
Access means that services are readily available, appropriate, and each child, birth to 18, is eligible. 
 
V. What Does the Centre’s Research Tell Us about the Needs of Children 

with Special Needs in Rural and Northern Canada?  
 
Results from the Centre’s research clearly demonstrated that prevention and early intervention are 
fundamental to achieving well-being for children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern 
Canada. The Centre’s four key conclusions about how to achieve effective prevention and early 
intervention are: 
 
1. Access to appropriate services is essential for effective prevention and early intervention. People 

living in rural and northern communities have a right to effective health, child care, and education 
services.  

 
2. Community involvement and participation at all stages of the design, planning, implementation, 

operation, and evaluation of services must become the norm.  
 
3. Members of the community in rural and northern Canada must have appropriate and high-quality 

education, training, and professional development. 
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4. A policy network for children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern Canada fosters 
knowledge sharing and the development of focused strategies for knowledge uptake and policy 
development 

 
VI. What Do We Need to Do?  
 
To improve the well-being of children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern Canada, 
the Canadian policy environment must respond to and correspond with the evidence presented. The 
current and future well-being of these young people depends on the following principles: 
 
• The effective harmonization of policies across federal, provincial/territorial, Aboriginal, regional, and 

local jurisdictions; 
 
• The establishment of culturally sensitive, respectful, collaborative, and community-driven approaches 

to research, policy and practice; 
 
• Community capacity building with the objective of providing choices and opportunities for children 

and families; 
 
• Children and families must be able to access information and communicate, including via technology, 

in the language preferable to them. 
 
This is the overarching policy framework that is necessary to support effective and sustainable policy 
initiatives. In the absence of this framework, children and families will have fewer choices and 
opportunities, which could restrict their ability to achieve well-being. 
 
It is within this larger policy environment that the Centre proposes the following recommendations for 
policy-makers at all levels. These recommendations are clustered to correspond with the four conclusions 
that the Centre’s research findings have supported. 
 
1. Equitable access to effective services across rural and northern Canada. 
 

i. Child development screening programs that include follow – up, diagnostic assessment, 
prevention and interventions must be available to all rural and northern children from birth on. 

 
ii. A framework for implementing and sustaining communication and information technology 

throughout rural and northern Canada must be established. This framework must include: 
strategies for community readiness, equitable and accelerated access allowing for concurrent 
multiple uses, ongoing user-support, and training. 

 
iii. A Special Needs Information Service On-line must be established in all regions of the country to 

provide and collect information about services for children and adolescents with special needs.  
 
2. Involve the community in all stages of research and service development, provision and 

evaluation. 
 
i. Members of the child’s own community must be paramount in the development and provision of 

child care and education. 
 
ii. The importance and necessity of sustained funding for community involvement must be 

recognized. 
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3. Develop and provide appropriate education, training and professional development 
with the highest standards  
 
i. Community members must have access to high-quality training and education that is properly 

funded and sustained, and enhanced by best practice distance learning models. 
 
ii. A national framework for establishing competency guidelines for child care providers and 

educators must be developed. 
 
4. Establish a policy network for children and adolescents with special needs in rural and 

northern Canada 
 
i. A national environmental scan of children and adolescents with special needs, based on the 

OECD definition of special needs, must be conducted and include markers for Francophones, 
Aboriginal status and other cultural specifiers. 

 
ii. A national policy network funded by government and based on a co-productive relationship 

between the network and government must be established. 
 
VII. Moving Forward on the Policy Agenda for Children and Adolescents 

with Special Needs in Rural and Northern Canada 
 

This engagement process seeks to address two basic questions: 
 
What are the action priorities for governments, non-governmental organizations and communities? 
 
How can governments and their partners work together to advance these priorities? 
 
Participants will bring their own knowledge and concerns to the roundtable. In order to help the 
roundtable move towards answers to these two large questions, it might be helpful to inventory the gaps, 
if any, between what is needed, what is being done, and what might constitute milestones for what should 
be done. Figure 1 is designed to facilitate this work and provide a point of departure for wider discussion. 
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Figure 1. Filling the Gaps 

Please read through the eight major policy recommendations listed in this table and think about 
what you feel is needed, is being done and elements of what could be done to improve the 

situation for children and adolescents with special needs in rural and northern Canada. 
Bring your thoughts and ideas to the roundtable for further discussion. 

 What Is Needed What Is Being Done Milestones for What 
Could Be Done? 

Harmonizing policies 
across federal, 
provincial/territorial, 
Aboriginal and 
regional jurisdictions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

Establishing 
culturally sensitive, 
respectful, 
collaborative, and 
community-driven 
approaches to 
research, policy and 
practice 
 
 
 

   

Building community 
capacity with the 
objective of 
providing choices 
and opportunities for 
children and families 
 
 
 
 
 

   

Providing access, for 
children and 
families, to 
information and 
enabling them to 
communicate, 
including via 
technology, in the 
language most 
appropriate for them 
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Ensuring equitable 
access to high-
quality services 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

Involving the 
community at all 
stages of research 
and service 
development, 
provision and 
evaluation 
 
 
 
 

   

Developing and 
offering appropriate 
education, training 
and professional 
development to 
members of the 
community 
 
 
 
 

   

Establishing a policy 
network for children 
and adolescents with 
special needs in 
rural and northern 
Canada 
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