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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

Ontario’s Special Needs Strategy marks the beginning of a new way of delivering services to 

children and youth with special needs and their families. Coordinated service planning and the 

integrated delivery of rehabilitation services will improve service experiences and outcomes for 

children and youth with special needs and their families. 

The goal of Ontario’s Special Needs Strategy is to help children and youth with special needs to 

get the timely and effective services they need by: 

o Identifying children’s needs earlier and getting them the right help sooner; 

o Coordinating service planning for children with multiple or complex special needs; 

and, 

o Making rehabilitation services more seamless from birth through the school years. 

 

Ontario’s Special Needs Strategy lays the foundation for a system where young people with 

special needs get the timely and effective services they need to achieve their full potential. 

 

Special Needs Strategy Vision 
 

Special Needs Strategy Vision 

 

 

 

The Special Needs Strategy places the needs of children/youth at the centre of all policy, 

program and service delivery decisions.  Proposal development tables in each service delivery 

area are required to develop local proposals for coordinated service planning and the 

integrated delivery of rehabilitation services. The ministries require that youth with special 

needs and families of children with special needs be engaged in the proposal development 

process.   

The purpose of engagement is to inform, educate, consult, involve, and empower families and 

youth with special needs in planning processes to develop local proposals that achieve the 

vision of the Special Needs Strategy. 

“An Ontario where children and youth with special needs get the timely and 

effective services they need to participate fully at home, at school, in the 

community, and as they prepare to achieve their goals for adulthood.” 
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Family and youth engagement will help proposal development tables understand the family 

and youth perspective so that proposals for coordinated service planning and the integrated 

delivery of rehabilitation services meet the needs of children, youth and families. 

Proposal development tables may determine how to engage families and youth throughout the 

proposal development process. This toolkit is intended to assist local proposal development 

tables to design and host family and youth engagement sessions.   

The questions in the toolkit can also be adapted to other formats, including social media or for 

use through electronic engagement opportunities. 

PURPOSE OF TOOLKIT 

 

 

This toolkit is intended to support Special Needs Strategy local proposal development tables in 

their engagement with youth and families as part of their proposal development process. It 

includes information and discussion questions that can be used to guide proposal development 

tables, organizations or individuals who host family and youth engagement sessions within their 

service delivery areas.  

THE FAMILY AND YOUTH ENGAGEMENT PROCESS 

 

 

Youth with multiple and/or complex special needs, as well as their families, must be engaged 

and involved throughout the proposal development process for coordinated service planning.  

Similarly, youth with rehabilitation services needs and families of children and youth with 

rehabilitation services needs be involved throughout the proposal development process for the 

integrated delivery of rehabilitation services.  

Proposal development tables may use several ways to engage youth with special needs and 

families of children and youth with special needs. The way in which youth and families are 

brought together can vary between service delivery areas and may include face-to-face 

sessions, electronic engagement through webinars, on-line surveys, blogs, or email.  More 

information about format is available on page 8. 
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HOW TO MANAGE THE FAMILY AND YOUTH ENGAGEMENT SESSION 

 
 

A: GOALS OF ENGAGEMENT 

 

The goals of family and youth engagement in the proposal development process are to: 

o Ensure the proposals reflect the voices, needs and goals of families and youth; and, 

o Support proposal development table members in placing the needs of children and 

youth and their families at the centre of their plans. 

B: GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

 

Participatory:  Engagement should be interactive. Youth and family members should feel 

comfortable sharing their views and not feel that they are being judged or that 

they are in danger of losing services.   

Inclusive:  Youth and families should feel that they and their views are respected.   

Accessible:  Engagements must be set up so that the youth with special needs and their 

families can participate meaningfully. This means that the engagement should be 

easy to access for people with different physical, intellectual and sensory needs.  

For tips on creating an accessible meeting, see section E. 

Focused:  The engagement should focus on how to make coordinated service planning and 

the integrated delivery of rehabilitation services work for children and youth 

with special needs and their families.  It should help proposal development 

tables identify changes to make to their local services and to their proposals. 

 

This toolkit focuses on the family and youth engagement process.  Additional tools and 

resources that may be helpful to support family and youth engagement and the proposal 

development process are listed in Appendix A.   
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C: ENGAGEMENT QUESTIONS  

 

To help youth and families prepare for the engagement, it is recommended that proposal 

development tables send them materials about the Special Needs Strategy, or prepare a short 

presentation. 

Information about the Strategy is available at http://specialneedsstrategy.children.gov.on.ca/. 

Youth and their families are welcome to visit the site. 

Below are some suggested questions to guide the engagement.  The questions have been 

divided into two groups as some are specific to youth and their experiences, while others are 

intended to seek feedback from the perspective of families/ caregivers.  Depending on the 

audience, each proposal development table can choose the questions that will help them get 

the information they need to develop their proposals. 

Sample Questions for Youth: 

1. What do you expect from your services?  What would tell you if they are working? 
 

2. In your opinion, what would a good service experience [coordinated service planning/ 

rehabilitation services delivery] be?  What three improvements would make the most 

difference to you? 
 

3. What do service providers need to know to help you connect with the supports and 

services you need?   
 

4. Have you had difficulty getting information about special needs services in our 

community?   What are some of the challenges you have experienced? 
 

5. Have you had difficulty finding services in the community? What were the difficulties? 
 

6. What would have made accessing services a better experience for you? 
 

7. What are some challenges you have faced when starting a new service, or starting at a 

new school? 
 

8. What would have helped you when changing services or schools?  

 

9. What do parents/caregivers/families need to know to help you better in times of 

transition? (Example: to new services or school)? 

http://specialneedsstrategy.children.gov.on.ca/
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Sample Questions for Parents/Caregivers/Families: 

1. What challenges have you had getting information about special needs services for your 

child in our community?  How can access to information be made easier or more 

convenient? 

 

2. What challenges have you experienced accessing services for your child in our 

community? For example, finding where to go and/or applying for services.  

 

3. What worked well to help you access services for your child? 

 

4. What would have made accessing services a better experience for you and your child? 

 

5. What are some challenges your child experienced during times of transition                

(e.g., changing services or starting at a new school)? 

 

6. How can the new service coordination system help you connect with the supports and 

services your child needs?  

 

7. What would a good service experience [coordinated service planning/ rehabilitation 

services delivery] look like? What two to three improvements would make the most 

difference to you? 

 

8. What does seamless service feel like to you? What are signs that you’ve received 

seamless services? 

 

9. As a parent/ caregiver what do you need from providers in order for you to feel like a 

partner with educators and other professionals in your child/youth’s service delivery?  

For example, what would help rehabilitation service providers and parents to work 

together to set goals for children?   

 

10. What would help make sure that parents’ priorities are reflected in their children’s 

coordinated service plan? 

 

A template to record information about the family and youth engagement session is included in 

Appendix B.   
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D: FORMAT 

 

The engagement process should meet the needs of the youth and families within your 

community.  Some youth and families may prefer to provide feedback in a different setting or 

format.  Ask families and youth how they would like to be engaged. 

Some options include: 

 In-person 

 Teleconference 

 Webinars 

 Email submissions 

 Voice/video recording 

 Written submissions 

 Survey monkey 

 Blogs 

 Social media 

 

Try to create options using different formats that support various information sharing 

opportunities.  If you choose to have an in-person engagement session, consider factors such 

number of participants and interests/ needs of the participants and the format of the meeting. 

Small breakout sessions may be helpful for some participants. Families/ caregivers and youth 

may prefer to meet separately. If they do, consider tailoring the discussion questions for each 

group. Youth may have different perspectives from their families/ caregivers on their needs and 

experiences.  Meeting separately can give youth the opportunity to share their ideas with their 

peers in a smaller group.   

For additional resources about youth development and information specific to engagement 

with Aboriginal youth, please refer to Appendix A. 

A moderator can also help participants to feel comfortable sharing their ideas. A moderator’s 

role is to:  

 Start the discussion and keep it on track 

 Help participants generate ideas 

 Remain neutral  

 Help produce tangible outcomes 

 Most importantly, listen 
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E: LOCATION, TIMING AND LOGISTICS 

 

The timing, location, and format of engagement sessions should be convenient for families for 

youth. Some questions to consider include: 

1. Is the venue accessible for persons with disabilities? 

 

2. Is the venue accessible by public transit? 

 

3. Are there video/teleconferencing options available for people who cannot attend in 

person? 

4. Is the meeting room large enough? Is there space for enough seats and for people to 

move around? 

5. Is accessible seating available throughout the meeting space? 

6. Is the session at a time families and youth can attend? 

7. How will families and youth be able to find the session?  Have you put up signage? 

8. How can the session be set up to encourage diverse perspectives are shared? 

9. Are you providing invitations and information in alternate formats for people or 

organizations that require or request them? 

10. If print materials are used, have you included information that your materials are 

available in alternative formats? 

11.        Have you considered the language needs of the participants? 

12.     Have you checked that the date does not conflict with religious holidays or other days of 

significance for your community? 

 

To learn more about the Government’s commitment to accessibility and to review additional 

considerations for planning an accessible engagement session/meeting please visit  

Accessibility Directorate of Ontario. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/accessibility/understanding_accessibility/planning_meeting_checklist.aspx
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

 

 

Thank you for your participation.  Together, we are working towards an Ontario where children 

and youth with special needs get the timely and effective services they needs to participate 

fully at home, at school, and in the community, and as they prepare to reach their goals for 

adulthood. 

For more information about Ontario’s Special Needs Strategy, FAQs, and updates, please visit 

the Special Needs Strategy Website.  

Questions about the Strategy and engaging with families and youth can be sent to 

specialneedsstrategy@ontario.ca.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://specialneedsstrategy.children.gov.on.ca/
mailto:specialneedsstrategy@ontario.ca
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APPENDIX A: RESOURCES 

 

 

Below is a list of resources that may be helpful to support family and youth engagement and 

the proposal development process. 

 
Government Resources 
 

Ontario Special Needs Strategy 
 
Stepping Up: A Strategic Framework to Help Ontario’s Youth Succeed 
 
Stepping Stones: A Resource on Youth Development 
 
 
 
Other Resources 
 
Rodger Hart’s Ladder of Participation   
 
Aboriginal Engagement Toolkit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://specialneedsstrategy.children.gov.on.ca/
http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/topics/youthopportunities/steppingup/contents.aspx
http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/topics/youthopportunities/steppingstones/youth_policy.aspx
http://algomapublichealth.com/UserFiles/File/Media/Youth%20Engagement/1616.pdf
http://master.fnbc.info/sites/default/files/resource-files/Engaging%20and%20Empowering%20Aboriginal%20Youth%20-%20Toolkit%20for%20Service%20Providers_0.pdf
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APPENDIX B: FEEDBACK TEMPLATE 

 

This form can be used to help you record information and feedback received during your family 

and youth engagement sessions. 

ORGANIZATION INFORMATION 
 

 
Service Delivery Area 
 

 

 
Name of Hosting Organization/Group/ 
Community 
 

 

 
Type of Organization 
 

 
 Children’s Services Agency 
 Community Services Agency 
 District School Board 
 Family Associations 
 Health Services Provider 
 Other: __________________________ 

 

 
Name of Organizer 
 

 

 
Organizer Contact Information 
 

 

 
Location 
 

 

 
Date 
 

 

 
Number of Participants 
 

 

 
Description of Participants (e.g., youth, 
parents, caregivers, families) 
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NOTES: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


