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The Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario (LDAO) and its 20 community based chapters represent the interests of persons with learning disabilities (LDs) throughout Ontario.  In the more than forty years since its formation, LDAO has expanded its activities and services to include youth and adults who have learning disabilities, in postsecondary and employment sectors, in addition to children and families. 

Persons with learning disabilities, of all ages, represent the largest disability group in Ontario. For example, in the publically funded school system, students with LDs have made up over 40% of students receiving special education.  Learning disabilities influence all areas of a person’s life, including education, mental health, employment success, the need for social assistance, and in some cases contact with the justice system.  However, with the right accommodations and supports, the many persons with LDs can become among the most creative and productive members of society.

Although the majority of youth and adults with LDs do not need ongoing income support, there are many with identified and unidentified learning disabilities (LDs) who struggle with employment issues and end up participating in Ontario Works or Ontario Disability Support Programs. Over the years LDAO has written responses and letters regarding needed improvements to OW and ODSP supports for persons with LDs.  Many of these concerns remain unaddressed, and we welcome the opportunity to raise them in the context of this Review of Social Assistance in Ontario. At this time we will be primarily addressing issues related to supports to employment. 

Issue 1: Reasonable Expectations and Necessary Supports to Employment
It is vital for persons with LDs to have a psychoeducational/psychovocational assessment report which clearly explains strengths and needs, outlines required accommodations, and relates this information to employment goals.  Employment planning is the most important part of job preparation for those with LDs, since there is no point in heading toward a goal that is not a good match with an individual’s strengths and weaknesses, in addition to interests and ambitions. Unfortunately, since such psychological assessments need to be done by a qualified member of the College of Psychologists, they are not covered by OHIP. Learning disabilities are the only disability where diagnosis is not covered by public health insurance.
ODSP does not pay for psychological assessments in order to determine eligibility for income support. Therefore persons with undiagnosed LDs or those who do not have access to assessment reports from their past may end up on OW instead of ODSP when they need income support. They may not have a professional who understands their difficulties well enough to fill out the complex ODSP application forms adequately. Psychology professionals are in the best position to assess the impacts of LDs in conjunction with mental health disabilities.  These impacts are not just cumulative, but compounded.
Since persons with LDs on OW are ineligible for ODSP Employment Supports, they do not have access to employment preparation programs which are targetted to their disability needs. They may be able to attend literacy and numeracy training, but not have access to practitioners who have the expertise to help them improve literacy and numeracy skills.  Once employed, persons with LDs may require job coaching in order to make a successful transition to employment and to maintain employment. 
Even when persons with LDs do qualify for ODSP Employment Supports they may have difficulty negotiating the system. Unlike consumers from some of the other disability groups, they often do not come to the process with a good understanding of what they need.  Therefore a system where they have to research and evaluate possible service providers can be very daunting. In the previous system they were able to work with a Vocational Rehabilitation Services counsellor to figure out what supports they needed, whereas now they have to contact service providers and make decisions at a time when they may be confused about what they need. They may find it difficult to approach service providers, especially if there are co-existing mental health disabilities. 

LDAO is concerned about the lack of adequate knowledge about learning disabilities among some of the private service providers, especially those doing the employment planning, the most crucial part of the employment preparation process. 

The new system of funding ODSP Employment Supports, tying funding to successful employment outcomes, can lead to some unfortunate results. First of all, it offers incentive to service providers to work with clients who are the easiest to get into the workplace, and not those with more complex needs and barriers to employment. The funding model also provides a disincentive to working toward an employment goal most appropriate to a client’s strengths and needs, rather than toward a job that is quickest to obtain. 

Since service providers are paid a set amount once a client has obtained employment, there is no incentive to provide psychovocational assessments, which are very expensive. However, as stated earlier, it is vital for clients with LDs to have a psychological assessment report which clearly explains their strengths and needs, outlines required accommodations, and relates this information to employment goals. In the long run their employment success will be better if there is a good ‘job fit’.  
Supports for employment, for all clients but particularly for those with LDs, requires training in the ‘soft skills’ that are so vital to employment success. These can include effective communication and social skills, such as how to figure out what behaviours are appropriate in a particular workplace (and in the lunchroom).  Many persons with learning disabilities and other disabilities need help with learning ‘executive function’ skills, such as planning, prioritizing, organizing, and time-management. All modern workplaces require multi-tasking to some extent, and good executive functions are necessary. 
In addition, some clients with LDs may require specialized tutoring in literacy and/or numeracy skills in order to participate in training programs and reach employment goals.  For other clients with LDs appropriate employment goals may involve pursuing further education, and they may need to return to ODSP Employment Supports when they have completed this education. 

Issue 2: Appropriate Benefit Structure
Income and employment supports for persons with disabilities must be flexible enough to accommodate trials of employment, permanent part-time employment, and employment with intermittent breaks because of physical or mental health issues. 

Issue 3: Easier to Understand
Persons with LDs can have a great deal of difficulty with the complexity of application forms and policy directives. There should be easy access to help with filling out forms and understanding policies. Unlike some other disabilities, there are no government funded services specifically for individuals with learning disabilities, so such help is very hard to find. 
Thank you for the opportunity to share the issues facing persons with learning disabilities with the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in Ontario. We look forward to participating in the review process as it proceeds. 
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