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The Manitoba Human Rights Commission offices are located on 
Treaty 1 and 2 territories, and serve the people of what is now known 
as Manitoba. This includes Treaty 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 10 territories – the 

ancestral lands of the Anishinaabeg, Anishininewuk, Dakota Oyate, 
Denesuline and Nehethowuk Nations, and the homeland of the 

Red River Métis .  We acknowledge northern Manitoba includes the 
ancestral lands of the Inuit.

We recognize that Indigenous territories stretch to every corner of 
this province and that Indigenous peoples throughout these lands 

have inherent rights, which are upheld by international, national and 
provincial laws.  We also recognize the long-standing Indigenous 
laws and governance systems that are integrally linked to these 

lands and waters.  

While Indigenous rights are inherent to the territories stretching 
across this province, we recognize the serious harms caused 

by colonialism and its lasting impacts on Indigenous Peoples. 
Commission staff are committed to continuously reflecting on our 

role as treaty partners and using the tools at our disposal to address 
ongoing forms of oppression and advance human rights in Manitoba 

in the spirit of reconciliation.
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Executive Summary
All students deserve the chance to read.

Education is essential for unlocking opportunities, personal growth, allowing one to access 
their other fundamental rights, as well as promoting equality and belonging.  Reading is the 
foundation of learning and a fundamental skill that shapes every aspect of life.  Students who 
cannot read well are more likely to face challenges in school, work, and everyday life.  When 
students cannot access reading instruction, it affects their confidence, mental health, and long-
term opportunities. 

In Manitoba, many students struggle with reading and are not meeting grade-level reading 
benchmarks.  These gaps are larger for students from low-income families, Indigenous and 
racialized communities, multilingual homes, and those with disabilities.  These inequities raise 
human rights concerns under The Human Rights Code CCSM c H175 of Manitoba (“the Code”), 
which protects the right to equal access to education.

The Manitoba Human Rights Commission (“the Commission”) began the Supporting the Right 
to Read project after a group of students, parents and families raised concerns that students 
were not getting the help or supports they needed to learn to read equitably in school.  Their 
concerns, along with the efforts of human rights commissions across Canada to explore this 
issue, led the Commission to initiate this project in 2022.  

The goal of this special project is to provide key findings and recommendations on how to 
remove barriers and ensure that all students in Manitoba have an equal opportunity to learn to 
read.  The project focuses on six main areas:
•	 Curriculum and Approach to Teaching Reading: What approach is being used to teach 

reading in Manitoba, and does it support all learners? 
•	 Early Screening: Are all students being screened for reading difficulties using scientific 

evidence-based early screening tools?
•	 Assessment: How do assessments support student learning? Do students get timely and 

appropriate assessments when needed? 
•	 Intervention: Do students with reading difficulties get timely, scientific evidence-based 

reading interventions?
•	 Accommodations: Are students with reading difficulties provided with timely, effective 

accommodations and assistive technology as needed?
•	 Teacher Education and Supports: Do teachers have access to adequate education, 

training and supports to teach reading effectively?



7

As part of this project, the Commission also explored the unique challenges experienced by 
students with reading disabilities who are living in poverty or are members of other Code-
protected groups including newcomer students, English-language learners (students who are 
learning English at the same time as they are learning the curriculum), Black, Indigenous and 
students of colour, as well as students with other disabilities, etc.

The Commission recognizes that literacy is complex and goes beyond just being able to read 
and write well. While building literacy skills requires a broad and comprehensive approach, 
the Commission’s project is specifically focused on word-level reading and the associated early 
reading skills that are the foundation for good reading comprehension.  Word-level reading 
difficulties are also the most common challenge for students who struggle to learn to read well. 

A reading disability is formally known as a “specific learning disorder”.  Specific learning 
disorders can affect how a person takes in, remembers, understands, or uses information.  This 
can make it hard for some people to learn certain skills, even with extra support.  Specific 
learning disorders usually affect a particular area of learning, such as reading, writing, or math.  
Dyslexia, dysgraphia and dyscalculia are examples of specific types of learning challenges.  
Learning disabilities affect a significant portion of the population and are due to brain 
differences, not a lack of effort or intelligence.  If reading difficulties are identified early and 
students get the right teaching and support, they have a better chance of navigating these 
challenges successfully.  At the same time, failing to provide students with the supports they 
need can have serious consequences for their education and lives more broadly.  Ensuring that 
all children are given a fair and equal opportunity to learn to read is a matter of human rights, 
dignity, and equality. 

Approach and Methodology

The Commission is carrying out this project through a rights-based perspective.  As human 
rights professionals, our area of expertise is not education or teaching.  As such, we are grateful 
for the students, families, teachers, clinicians, administrators, and other experts who have 
helped us better understand how reading is learned, taught and assessed in Manitoba.

To gather information for this project, the Commission used:
•	 Surveys which were open to the public from June to August 2023. 
•	 Public Consultations held in Brandon and Winnipeg. We note that planned public 

consultations to be held virtually and in Thompson were canceled due to ongoing states of 
emergency throughout the summer and early fall of 2025.

•	 Focused Engagements with stakeholder organizations with expertise on the issues of 
learning to read and teaching reading in Manitoba schools.

•	 Research including peer-reviewed, scientifically-based studies on how children learn to 
read, causes of reading difficulties, aspects of effective reading instruction, interventions, 
teacher training, etc.
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We are releasing our Supporting the Right to Read Report in phases.  This Report rep-resents 
our phase one findings and recommendations.  This Phase One Report is focused on the 
foundations of a rights-based approach to teaching reading through curriculum and methods 
of instruction in Manitoba.  We also examine approaches to early screening and assessment, 
accommodation and intervention programming, and teacher education and supports. 

Our phased approach is in part due to changes that are being made to reading education 
in the province, with Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning having issued a 
Ministerial Directive on universal early screening and releasing a new draft English Language 
Arts curriculum.  We will monitor the implementation of these new approaches to reading 
education and release an update to our findings in 2026/27.

Our phased approach has also been informed by some important limitations to the project.  
This includes the number of public consultations and focused engagements that the 
Commission could undertake due to the size of our organization, the timelines associated 
with this project, ongoing states of emergency in the province, as well as a lack of response 
from stakeholders in some cases. In our Phase Two Report, we plan to address any gaps in 
consultation, particularly with those who were not able to participate in consultations during 
the first phase of our project. We also plan to address certain gaps in information, such as 
the experience of students learning to read in French through Manitoba’s French Immersion 
or Français programme, and the right of Indigenous students to learn to read in Indigenous 
languages, English and French.

Learning to Read in Manitoba

Every person has the right to an education. This principle is reflected both in provincial law and 
international human rights standards. Education supports the full development of an individual 
and is essential for realizing other human rights. This project is also informed by the Supreme 
Court of Canada’s landmark decision in Moore v. British Columbia (Education) in 2012, which 
confirmed that students with disabilities must receive the supports they need to learn to read. 

Manitoba’s Education System – Kindergarten to Grade 12 education is largely a provincial 
responsibility in Canada.  In Manitoba, our education system is governed by The Public Schools 
Act and The Education Administration Act.  These laws outline the responsibilities and rights of 
all those involved in the education system, including the Minister of Education, school boards, 
principals, teachers, parents, and students.

Student Reading Performance – Reading outcomes in Manitoba are below national 
benchmarks and show disparities based on gender, race, location, and socio-economic status, 
particularly for students who are male, self-identified Indigenous, newcomers, learning English 
as an additional language, or living in rural or Northern Manitoba.  This is reflected in findings 
from the 2022/23 Early Development Instrument, provincial assessments, and international 
assessments.  Overall, data shows that reading achievement has declined over time, and that 
there are links between literacy and long-term socio-economic outcomes such as income, 
employment, and wellbeing.
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Impacts of Not Learning to Read – Failing to achieve grade-level reading proficiency affects 
education, employment, health, and overall wellbeing.  Low literacy has also been linked 
to poorer general health, increased use of health care services, mental health challenges, 
substance use, and higher incarceration risk.  Student survey responses highlight the emotional 
and social toll of struggling with reading, with some students feeling ashamed, frustrated, 
excluded, or disengaged from school.

Manitoba’s reading outcomes show that many students are struggling, with equity gaps across 
populations.  Early identification, support, and evidence-based instruction are critical to help 
students achieve reading proficiency and improve long-term educational, social, and health 
outcomes.

Who We Heard From: A Profile of Survey Respondents

As part of this project, the Commission sought input from students, parents, guardians, families, 
educators, and administrators.  Between June and August 2023, nearly 700 people shared their 
experiences through surveys, helping us to better understand how reading is learned and 
taught across the province.

Students, Parents, Guardians and Families – We heard directly from 84 students, with most 
being 13-16 years old and almost half being in Grade 8.  We also heard from 307 parents, 
guardians and family members, half of whom indicated their students were in kindergarten 
to Grade 5 (primary school).  Most identified being in the English program and being located 
in the Winnipeg and Southeast regions.  Many students and families told us about their 
experiences with reading disabilities, most commonly dyslexia.  Some families also described 
other learning or developmental differences, such as ADHD, autism, and speech or language 
delays.  Overall, a significant number of students reported struggling with reading, while others 
said they were unsure whether their difficulties had been identified.

Educators and Administrators – We also heard from 279 educators and administrators.  These 
individuals largely identified as teachers, but we also heard from literacy specialists, speech-
language pathologists, psychologists, educational assistances, tutors, principals and vice-
principals.  Most had extensive experience working in Manitoba’s public school system, and 
in English program classrooms.  They worked across all grade levels, with the largest number 
supporting early and middle years students. 
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How We Teach Manitoba Students to Read: Curriculum and Instruction

Learning to read is not a natural process or something most children pick up on their own – it 
is a skill that must be taught in a clear, structured way.  Research shows that strong reading 
skills come from both developing word-reading (decoding) and understanding language 
(comprehension).  Research also shows that early reading instruction should include 5 key 
areas:
•	 Phonemic awareness (hearing and playing with sounds in words)
•	 Phonics (understanding how letters represent sounds)
•	 Fluency (reading correctly and smoothly)
•	 Vocabulary (knowing and using words)
•	 Reading Comprehension (understanding what is read)

Teaching these skills should be direct, clear, step-by-step, and based on evidence.  This type 
of approach is also consistent with principles of Universal Design for Learning (“UDL”), which 
emphasizes designing curriculum and instruction to make it effective and accessible for all 
students.  This kind of instruction helps all students and is especially important for those with 
reading difficulties, such as dyslexia. Importantly, the Commission heard that while some 
methods of reading instruction leave students with reading difficulties behind, all students can 
be successful with direct, explicit, and systematic reading instruction. 

However, the Commission heard that the use of direct, explicit and systematic instruction in 
foundational word reading skills is not currently widely used in Manitoba classrooms. The 
current English Language Arts curriculum also does not give enough clear direction on how to 
teach reading.  Educators said they often have to “make it up themselves” or rely on inconsistent 
materials and methods.  Survey results also showed that most respondents do not believe the 
current approach to reading instruction is effective.

Some Manitoba school divisions are using more comprehensive, structured, and evidence-
based approaches to literacy instruction. However, these approaches are not required across 
the province, and therefore students receive very different literacy instruction depending on 
where they live. We are also mindful that Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning has 
developed a new draft English Language Arts curriculum for 2025, which includes important 
elements like phonics, vocabulary, and fluency. However, it does not specify that these skills 
must be taught directly, systematically, and explicitly, as recommended by scientific research. 
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Early Screening and Assessment

Learning to read requires direct, step-by-step instruction in key skills like recognizing sounds, 
connecting letters to sounds, and building fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. To 
teach these skills effectively, teachers also need strong assessment systems that help them 
understand each student’s progress and respond quickly when a child begins to show 
difficulties in reading.

Comprehensive Approach to Assessment – An effective reading program includes several 
kinds of assessment, from early screening and diagnostic testing to progress monitoring and 
year-end evaluations. These tools work together to help identify which students need extra 
help, track their growth, and measure how well programs are working.

Universal Early Screening – Early screening helps identify students who may have reading 
difficulties before issues become entrenched. It involves short, standardized checks done 
2-3 times a year, starting in kindergarten. These tools can predict future reading challenges 
and help teachers intervene early, before students fall too far behind. The sooner schools can 
identify and support struggling readers, the better their chances of success. While screening 
tools can help identify at-risk readers, they are not the same as diagnostic tests; they highlight 
who may need help, not why.

Early Screening in Manitoba – Across Manitoba, early screening is used inconsistently. We 
heard that some school divisions have adopted universal early screening while others have not, 
and many rely on tools that are not evidence-based screeners. Educators and administrators 
also hold mixed views about screening – while many see it as essential for early intervention, 
others question its purpose or worry about overreliance on a single tool. The Commission also 
found that there is confusion about what early screening means, how often it should happen, 
and which tools are appropriate. Overall, screening practices in Manitoba appear to vary widely 
and lack consistency, and there also appears to be an inconsistent understanding of what 
constitutes early screening, its purpose, and its alignment with UDL principles.

Ministerial Directive on Universal Early Screening – In 2025, Manitoba Education and Early 
Childhood Learning introduced a Ministerial Directive requiring all school divisions to update 
their early identification and assessment policies by September 1, 2026. These policies must 
include clear guidelines for the universal implementation of one or more evidence-based 
early reading screening tools for students in kindergarten to Grade 4 as part of a consistent 
and regular reading assessment process. These assessments must focus on specific reading 
skills, be consistently applied across all schools within a school division, and include clear 
communication with parents about results. This Ministerial Directive is an important step 
forward, but successful implementation will require strong professional development. 
Educators and administrators need more training and guidance to understand what makes a 
screening
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tool valid, how to administer it properly, and how to use the results to improve instruction and 
implement effective interventions in order to make a meaningful difference.

Psychoeducational Assessments – When students continue to have reading difficulties 
despite good instruction and early intervention, a psychoeducational assessment by a 
school psychologist can help determine the cause of their difficulties and identify learning 
disabilities like dyslexia.  These assessments guide schools in providing the right supports and 
accommodations to the students who need them.  However, access to these assessments in 
schools is limited.  We heard that many families face long wait times in the school system, or 
that the school declined to provide an assessment.  Some families pay out-of-pocket for private 
testing, which can be costly.  We also heard that assessments are often delayed until Grade 
3 or later, well past the ideal window for early intervention.  Some reported a lack of clear or 
consistent guidance on when students are referred to assessment.  Many survey respondents 
also told us that a psychoeducational assessment is often required in order for a student to 
receive accommodations or reading interventions.  As a result, some students do not get access 
to the supports they need.

Availability of Clinical Staff – Manitoba faces a shortage of clinical staff and specialists, 
including school psychologists, who play a critical role in identifying and supporting students 
with reading difficulties.  High caseloads mean students in some regions, especially in Northern 
and remote areas, may not receive timely support.  These shortages make it harder for 
schools to provide timely assessments and comprehensive, equitable reading interventions.  
Manitoba schools need improved access to clinical services to support effective reading skill 
development.

Other Assessments – A complete literacy assessment system should also include other forms 
of assessment, such as:
•	 Diagnostic assessments for more in-depth information about an at-risk student’s reading 

skills and difficulties;
•	 Progress monitoring to track how students are responding to instruction; and
•	 Summative assessments (or outcome assessments) to evaluate overall learning and the 

effectiveness of instruction at the end of a term or year.

Together, these assessments help educators identify needs early, tailor instruction, and ensure 
all students have the opportunity to become confident readers.
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Accommodation

Even with strong reading instruction and early screening, some students may still face barriers 
that make learning to read difficult, including students with learning disabilities such as 
dyslexia or developmental language disorder.  In these cases, some form of accommodation 
may be additionally required to meet their disability-related needs.

Under The Code, schools are required to take steps to ensure these students have equity 
of opportunity and outcome, by reasonably accommodating them to the point of undue 
hardship.  As a service, education should be designed inclusively and adapted as needed to 
accommodate a person’s disability-related needs in a way that promotes equity of opportunity, 
integration and full participation.  This includes identifying and removing barriers and 
providing accommodations so that every student has an equal chance to learn and succeed.  
When assessing whether accommodation has been reasonably provided, the Commission 
considers the process that was used to assess the issue of accommodation, and the substance 
of the accommodation measures that were offered. 

Accommodations can include extra time on assignments, assistive devices, assistive software, 
audiobooks, assistive services, etc.  These supports should be based on each student’s 
individual needs and allow them to learn with dignity and independence.

Accommodation is guided by three key principles:
•	 Respect for dignity – providing accommodation in the way that most respects the dignity 

of the person, including by treating them as a whole person, valuing their perspectives, and 
respecting their autonomy.

•	 Individualization – understanding there is no “one-size-fits-all” approach to 
accommodation and that everyone’s needs are unique.

•	 Integration and full participation – barrier-free, inclusive design that provides all persons 
access to their environment with dignity and without impediment.

Many students and families told us about barriers they faced when accessing accommodations 
for reading disabilities, including:
•	 Not receiving accommodation in a timely manner.
•	 Having to undergo a psycho-educational assessment, or wait for a costly private 

assessment, before receiving accommodation.
•	 Feeling exhausted from often having to advocate for accommodations.
•	 Inconsistent or missing individualized education plans.
•	 Long delays or disruptions when trying to access assistive technology or educational 

assistants.
•	 Negative attitudes or misunderstanding from some staff – for example, accommodations 

being seen as “cheating.”
•	 Reluctance by the school to acknowledge dyslexia or other reading disabilities.
•	 Feelings of embarrassment or isolation when accommodations made students stand out 

from peers.
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•	 Disconnections in communications among school team and lack of follow-through.
•	 Unequal access, including for students in rural or low-income families who have fewer 

supports available.

Educators and administrators also described challenges with accommodation processes in 
some schools, such as:
•	 Some or few students who need accommodation receive it.
•	 Students who receive accommodation are not likely to receive an accommodation that 

meets their needs, or receive accommodation in a timely manner. 
•	 Not enough time, training, funding or staff resources to meet diverse student needs or 

support all students who need accommodations.
•	 Do not always have the knowledge, skill, time or resources to effectively use assistive 

technology.
•	 Large caseloads for resource teachers and long waits for clinical support like psychologists 

or speech-language pathologists.
•	 Confusion between accommodation (changing how a student learns) and the modification 

of learning outcomes (changing what a student learns).
•	 Attitudinal barriers and stigma impacting the uptake and efficacy of accommodations.
•	 Some teachers do not understand accommodation principles, the role of clinicians 

in supporting accommodations, or have limited knowledge of reading disabilities, 
foundational reading skills or teaching reading through a direct, explicit and structured 
approach.

Educators and administrators also shared some success stories, such as having strong resource 
teachers, clear and evidence-based policies, 1:1 access for technology, and a team-based 
approach between teachers and clinicians. Nevertheless, the Commission heard many accounts 
of the barriers to accessing accommodations in schools for students with reading disabilities, 
and the improvements that are needed in this regard.

Interventions

When reading interventions are introduced early and are evidence-based, fully implemented 
and closely monitored, they are highly effective in reducing reading difficulties and supporting 
students with reading disabilities. Effective interventions are explicit, systematic, tailored to 
each student’s needs, culturally responsive, and delivered through a multi-tiered system of 
supports. Students benefit most when interventions begin early, are closely monitored, and 
include frequent practice, feedback, and appropriate challenge. English as an Additional 
Language learners require the same foundational instruction, with additional support for 
vocabulary, comprehension, and culturally relevant content.

Currently, Manitoba schools use a variety of intervention programs, including Levelled Literacy, 
Reading Recovery, Orton-Gillingham, and Barton Reading Program. Feedback from parents, 
families, and educators indicates mixed results: some programs are not sufficiently effective in 
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building foundational skills, and access is often delayed until after Grade 2 or 3. Limited staffing, 
inconsistent training, interrupted schedules, and funding constraints further reduce the 
effectiveness and equitable delivery of interventions. Many families report having to seek costly 
private tutoring to fill gaps, creating inequities in access.

Survey and consultation feedback highlights a strong desire for interventions based on 
structured literacy approaches – direct, explicit, and systematic instruction in phonemic 
awareness, phonics, fluency, and comprehension. Reforming intervention programming in 
Manitoba to ensure early, consistent, and evidence-based support for all students is essential to 
provide every child with a fair chance of developing strong literacy skills.

Systemic Issues

Throughout this project, several systemic issues emerged that impact literacy, particularly for 
students with disabilities, students from marginalized groups, and students who experience 
intersecting forms of disadvantage. The Commission’s Phase Two Report will examine these 
issues and others in more detail, but offer the following initial findings.  

Addressing Absenteeism
We heard consistently from stakeholders that accessing the right to read will depend on a 
robust approach to addressing absenteeism in school, as well as identifying and addressing the 
underlying causes of chronic absenteeism. School absenteeism increases the risk for violence, 
injury, problematic substance use, mental health concerns and economic disadvantage. This 
issue has been examined by the Manitoba Advocate for Children and Youth (“MACY”), who has 
offered important recommendations that the Commission believes require further attention 
and action. 

Improving Equitable Access to Kindergarten
Unlike many jurisdictions across Canada, access to full-time Kindergarten differs significantly 
throughout Manitoba. While some school divisions in Manitoba have had the opportunity to 
implement full-time, every day kindergarten, others have not. Access to full-time kindergarten 
has been demonstrated to improve academic outcomes, particularly in reading. The Manitoba 
School Boards Association endorsed a resolution at their 2025 annual convention seeking 
full funding for the development and implementation of high-quality full-day, every day 
kindergarten programs in English and French, as a public right and service, across the province. 

Teacher Education and Professional Development
We heard frequently through our survey responses and consultations that educators did 
not feel adequately prepared by their pre-service education to teach students how to read. 
Many felt the need to independently pursue additional education, training, or professional 
development beyond their Bachelor of Education to acquire adequate skills in teaching 
students how to read. Educators play a critical role in determining whether students will learn 
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to read well and in preventing reading difficulties. Equipped with the right knowledge, skills, 
supports and materials, teachers can successfully teach almost all students in their classroom 
to become proficient in word-reading, the most frequent obstacle to students becoming skilled 
readers.

Summary of Key Recommendations

Curriculum and Instruction

Manitoba is moving in the right direction to improve literacy instruction for students in the 
province, including students with reading difficulties and learning disabilities. However, more 
consistency and support are needed to ensure that every student benefits. To continue to 
strengthen Manitoba’s approach and ensure it aligns with current research and UDL principles, 
the Commission’s recommendations include the following: 
•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should work with external experts in 

direct, explicit and systematic reading instruction and curriculum design to build upon and 
strengthen the new 2025 English Language Arts curriculum, renew the French Immersion 
and Français lecture curriculums, revise existing and develop new resources and curriculum 
support documents, and provide educators with greater guidance and training in evidence-
based methods.

•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, school divisions, the Manitoba Teachers’ 
Society and other key stakeholders should work together with external experts to provide 
ongoing, sustained, job-embedded training opportunities for educators and other key staff 
involved in delivering reading education.

•	 School divisions should ensure that textbooks and classrooms materials that relate to 
reading instruction support an evidence-based approach to reading skill development

•	 Manitoba’s universities should ensure that future teachers understand critical concepts in 
reading instruction, including supporting struggling readers and students with reading 
disabilities, and using direct, systematic, and explicit methods.

•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should should explore the feasibility of 
amending the Teaching Certificates and Qualifications Regulation, M.R. 115/2015 under The 
Education Administration Act C.C.S.M. c.E10 to require that all teacher candidates take at least 
one course that deals with reading instruction.

•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning and school divisions should work 
together to implement a long-term monitoring and evaluation plan to ensure that the 
renewed curriculum is appropriate and being implemented effectively across the province.

By taking these steps, Manitoba can create a stronger, more equitable, and more inclusive 
system for giving all students the foundation they need to learn to read.
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Early Screening and Assessment

Manitoba has made progress in improving early screening for reading, but more needs to be 
done to make sure every student gets the right kind of assessment and support at the right 
time. The Commission recommends a stronger, more complete system for assessing reading 
skills and better access to professional assessments for students who need them.

A comprehensive approach to assessment means using different types of tools to help 
educators understand where students are in their reading and how to support them. This 
includes early screening, diagnostic tests, progress checks, final (or “summative”) assessments, 
and professional evaluations. The Commission recommends that:
•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning work with experts to create clear 

guidance on how to use all types of reading assessments effectively and consistently across 
the province.

•	 Teachers and school leaders should receive ongoing training in how to use these 
assessments, and how to interpret and apply the results.

•	 Manitoba’s universities should prepare new teachers to use early screening and other forms 
of assessment as part of their regular teaching.

•	 The government should review how the new universal early screening process is working 
and make improvements before it becomes mandatory across all school divisions.

The Commission also highlights the need to improve access to professional assessments, such 
as psychoeducational assessments, which help identify learning disabilities. Many students and 
families struggle to get these assessments because of long wait times, staff shortages, or high 
private costs. To address this, the Commission recommends that:
•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning and school divisions work together to 

increase the number of school psychologists, speech-language pathologists and other 
specialists, including in northern and remote areas.

•	 Assessment practices should follow the latest research and move away from outdated 
methods.

•	 The process for referring students for assessment should be consistent, fair, and based on 
clear criteria that avoid bias. Students who struggle with reading should not have to wait 
until later grades to get help or be formally assessed.

•	 All students should continue to receive evidence-based instruction and extra help while 
waiting for an assessment.

•	 A psychoeducational assessment should not be required for a student to get classroom 
supports or accommodations.

•	 Families should have clear information about how to access assessments, what the process 
looks like, and how long it might take.

•	 Schools should regularly check to make sure students from all backgrounds have equal 
access to professional assessments and supports, including Indigenous, racialized, and low-
income students.

Overall, these recommendations call for early, fair, and evidence-based assessment practices 
that help every student in Manitoba get the right support to learn to read successfully.
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Accommodation

While some schools and educators in Manitoba are successfully accommodating students with 
reading disabilities, the overall system needs significant improvement. Key recommendations 
focus on fostering inclusion, improving access to assessments and supports, and ensuring clear, 
consistent processes for students and families.

Promote a Philosophy of Inclusion
•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should reaffirm its philosophy of 

inclusion as a core principle of education.
•	 Teachers, school leaders, and support staff need robust training on inclusive practices, 

diverse learning needs, trauma-informed teaching, student-specific planning, and 
accommodations.

•	 Training should also cover specific learning disorders such as dyslexia, dyscalculia, 
dysgraphia, and developmental language disorder.

Strengthen Guidance and Implementation of Accommodations
•	 Policies and resources should clearly explain how accommodations are supplementary to, 

and not a substitution for, a broader and more comprehensive approach to reading (which 
includes early screening; systematic, explicit and direct instruction in word reading skills; 
multi-tiered instruction; and evidence-based reading intervention programming).

•	 Students and parents should have clear and accessible information on their rights, 
accommodation processes, and dispute resolution.

•	 Accommodation plans must be individualized, evidence-based, documented in writing, 
regularly updated, and include appropriate use of assistive technology where needed.

•	 Modifying learning outcomes should be a last resort, after all evidence-based instruction, 
interventions, and accommodations have been tried.

Improve Access to Assistive Technology
•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should ensure equitable access to 

assistive technology across all school divisions.
•	 Divisions should develop clear plans to remove barriers and share best practices.

Enhance Educational Assistant Support
•	 Efforts should minimize staff turnover to maintain continuity of support, or otherwise 

strengthen communication and planning when staff change.

Support Transitions 
•	 Students’ individualized education plans should follow them between classes, grades, 

schools, and divisions, with clear communication during transitions.
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Strengthen Team-Based Approaches and Clinical Services
•	 Multidisciplinary teams (including teachers, resource staff, clinicians, educational assistants, 

etc.) should collaborate to implement accommodations and support classroom teachers.
•	 Adequate clinical support staff should be available to support interventions.

Improve Dispute Resolution
•	 Students and parents need clearer guidance and support to resolve accommodation 

concerns.
•	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should review and improve informal and 

formal dispute resolution procedures, and school divisions should maintain transparent 
policies on accommodations.

In short, Manitoba’s education system should prioritize inclusive education, ensure all staff are 
trained and supported, provide timely accommodations and technology, maintain continuity of 
support, use team-based approaches, and offer clear, accessible processes for families.

Interventions

To ensure all students have the support they need to become strong readers, Manitoba 
should strengthen its approach to reading intervention programming. Key recommendations 
focus on providing clear guidance, flexible funding, professional development, collaboration, 
communication, and accountability.

•	 Clear, evidence-based guidance: Manitoba Education should work with external experts 
to develop consistent policies for reading interventions. Interventions should be grade-
appropriate, evidence-based, systematic, and explicit, supporting foundational skills like 
phonics, decoding, word-reading accuracy, and fluency. Early interventions should focus 
on basic skills, while later interventions should target more advanced patterns. Guidance 
should also clarify when students qualify for small-group (Tier 2) or intensive individualized 
(Tier 3) interventions, ensuring students get timely support without unnecessary delays.

•	 Flexible funding: Funding for literacy support should not be tied to a specific program. This 
allows school divisions to choose evidence-based interventions that meet their local needs 
and can evolve with research.

•	 Professional development and support: Educators and support staff should receive training 
embedded in their daily work to help them deliver new intervention programs effectively. 
Collaboration among education stakeholders is essential to manage these changes 
smoothly.

•	 Team-based support: Schools should use multidisciplinary teams to implement a multi-tiered 
system of supports, ensuring interventions are coordinated and responsive to students’ 
individual needs.
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•	 Clear communication with families: Schools should clearly communicate with students 
and parents about the interventions being provided, including program details, timing, 
expected duration, progress monitoring results, and next steps if the intervention is not 
successful.

•	 Data-driven accountability: Manitoba and school divisions should implement systems 
to collect data on the effectiveness of interventions at both the individual and system 
level. This includes progress monitoring for students, analysis of what programs are most 
effective, and province-wide reporting to track trends and inform decisions.

•	 Equitable access: School divisions should regularly monitor whether all students are 
receiving fair and timely access to intervention programming.

Systemic Issues

Addressing Absenteeism:  The Commission reiterates and supports the recommendations made 
by the Manitoba Advocate for Children and Youth in their 2019 submission to the Commission 
on K-12 Education, regarding the need for a comprehensive provincial plan to measure, assess 
and respond to absenteeism and its underlying causes.

Improving Equitable Access to Kindergarten:  To ensure that all Manitoba students have access 
to the evidence-based benefit of high-quality, full-day, every day kindergarten, we encourage 
Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning to work with school divisions to explore 
the feasibility of expanding access to this programming equitably across Manitoba.  While 
education funding is beyond the scope of the Commission’s project scope, we note that the 
implementation of a full-time kindergarten may require a review of the provincial education 
funding systems to ensure more equitable distribution of funding across the province.

Teacher Education and Professional Development: In accordance with the Manitoba School 
Boards Association’s 2024 resolution, the Commission strongly recommends that Manitoba’s 
faculties of education ensure that future educators understand critical concepts in teaching 
reading, including supporting reading instruction for struggling readers and students with 
reading disabilities.  Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should should explore 
the feasibility of amending the Teaching Certificates and Qualifications Regulation, M.R. 
115/2015 under The Education Administration Act C.C.S.M. c.E10 to require that all teacher 
candidates take at least one course that deals with reading instruction.  Particularly in light 
of the recently released draft new English Language Arts curriculum, we recommend that 
Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, school divisions, the Manitoba Teachers’ 
Society and other key stakeholders work together with experts to provide ongoing, sustained, 
job-embedded training opportunities for educators and other key staff involved in delivering 
reading education. 
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Conclusion

We heard clearly during our work on this project that there is a deep, unwavering commitment 
to learning, teaching, and supporting students amongst all stakeholders for education 
in Manitoba. We know that Manitoba’s students, educators, staff, parents, guardians, 
administrators, etc. all share the goal of providing the best possible education to Manitoba 
students in the most inclusive way. It is in this spirit that we approach this project, the 
creation of this report and its recommendations, and all future engagement with this project. 
At the same time, we found during our work in Supporting the Right to Read in Manitoba 
that students with reading disabilities, and in particular students also belonging to other 
Code-protected groups, are currently facing overwhelming, systemic, structural challenges 
in accessing their right to read. We understand that these barriers are created by a system 
that leaves these students behind, not by an inherent flaw or failure of any one student or 
group of students themselves. Our approach to this project, the creation of this report and its 
recommendations, and all future engagement with Supporting the Right to Read in Manitoba is 
also informed by this critical understanding. 

Manitoba has taken important steps towards improving how reading is assessed, taught and 
supported, but more work is needed to make sure every child has a fair and equitable chance 
to learn to read. By working together, we can build a system and a province where all students, 
no matter who they are or where they live, have the supports and opportunities they need to 
become confident, successful readers.
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“Everything starts with reading.  If you 
can’t read, you can’t access anything else – 
schooling, jobs, the legal system. It impacts 
your health. Everything.” 
- Parent Respondent
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Introduction
Education is key to our future.  For individuals, education can unlock opportunities, foster 
personal growth and allow them to access their rights.  For communities, education can help 
eradicate poverty and foster equality and belonging.

The journey through our educational system begins with early years learning, where students 
gain foundational skills – such as literacy, numeracy and social-emotional skills – that will shape 
the rest of their lives, including their self-worth, well-being, relationships, future educational 
and employment opportunities, and ability to participate in society.  Reading is one of the most 
essential skills built into early years learning. As the Canadian Children’s Literacy Foundation 
notes, “literacy is the foundation upon which we learn and grow.”1 

Teaching students to read is a critical goal of our education system, and yet we know many 
students leave our education system without adequate competency in this important skill.  
Indeed, data from the 2022/23 Early Development Instrument Report suggests that 13.5% of 
children entering kindergarten in Manitoba are considered vulnerable (i.e. with scores below 
the 10th percentile of the Canadian baseline) in the language and cognitive development 
domain, whereas 16.3% were identified as being at risk (i.e. with scores between the 10th and 
25th percentile of the Canadian baseline).2  Grades 3 and 4 reading assessment data further 
suggests that only 44-46% of students are meeting grade-level benchmarks for reading.3  
By Grade 8, the percentage of students meeting mid-grade performance in all three sub-
competencies associated with reading increases to between 52 – 65%, suggesting that more 
than one quarter of students are still not reading at benchmark levels.  

There is strong evidence to suggest that the gaps between reading benchmarks and student 
assessment outcomes widen when considering several equity factors.  Students at highest risk 
for experiencing low literacy include those from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds, 
those residing in households where languages other than English or French are spoken, 
Indigenous and racialized children, and those living with learning disabilities (including 
dyslexia) and other disabilities.  Every student has an equal right to learn to read4; the gaps in 
reading outcomes in Manitoba illustrate the connection between this project and the rights 
and obligations provided for under Manitoba’s Human Rights Code CCSM c.H175 (“The Code”).
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The disparities in reading outcomes are not necessarily inevitable.  These significant gaps 
may be reduced with targeted interventions, comprehensive support systems and sustained 
collaboration among stakeholders.  Reading difficulties can be supported and, in many cases, 
prevented with evidence-based curriculum and instruction, universal early screening to identify 
who may be at risk for difficulties, early evidence-based interventions, as well as timely, effective 
assessments and accommodations for those learners who require them.  

The Manitoba Human Rights Commission’s project, Supporting the Right to Read, explores the 
pathways to ensuring every student has an equal opportunity to learn to read in our province.  

This project began because of community advocacy.  The Commission was approached by 
a group of concerned students, parents and families who told us they were not receiving 
the supports they needed to learn to read equitably in Manitoba schools.  Their concerns, 
combined with the efforts of human rights commissions across Canada to explore this issue, led 
the Manitoba Human Rights Commission to initiate this project in 2022.  

The Manitoba Human Rights Commission (“Commission”)

The Commission is an independent agency of the Government of Manitoba, responsible for 
carrying out the objectives of The Code. The Commission administers Manitoba’s human 
rights complaints process and is also responsible for promoting and protecting human rights 
principles in the public’s interest, through education, research, and advocacy. The Code 
was enacted to promote human rights and protect against unreasonable discrimination, in 
recognition of the equal worth and dignity of every individual. The human rights compliance 
system under The Code was created with the understanding that discrimination is often 
rooted in ignorance and consequently, education is essential to its eradication. The Code was 
also enacted to protect the right of all individuals to be accorded equality of opportunity 
and to ensure that reasonable accommodation is made for those with special needs that are 
associated with a Code-protected characteristic.
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Project Overview

The Commission undertook the Supporting the Right to Read project as part of its human 
rights promotion and advocacy mandate.  The goal of this project in Manitoba initiative is to 
provide key findings and recommendations on how Manitoba duty-bearers5 can ensure equity 
in education by removing the barriers that limit students from realizing their fundamental right 
to read.  

To achieve this goal, the Commission is examining six pillars that support the right to read:

1.	 Curriculum and Approach to Reading Instruction

What approach to reading instruction is being used and how this does or does not support all 
learners in Manitoba classrooms. 

2.	 Early Screening

Whether all students are being screened for reading difficulties using scientific evidence-based 
early screening tools.

3.	 Assessment

The role of psycho-educational assessments and whether students have access to timely and 
appropriate psycho-educational assessments where needed (in addition to mandatory early 
screening for reading difficulties).

4.	 Intervention

Whether students who have been identified as having reading difficulties through early screen-
ing, psycho-educational assessment or instructor observation have access to timely, scientific 
evidence-based reading interventions.

5.	 Accommodations

Whether students who have been identified as having reading difficulties through mandatory 
early screening or psycho-educational assessment have access to timely and effective accom-
modation and assistive technology as needed and whether this training and support is ade-
quate.
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6.	 Teacher Education and Supports 

Whether teachers have access to pre-service and in-service (professional development) 
education and supports to learn how to teach students how to read and whether this training 
and support is adequate. 

As part of this project, the Commission is also examining the unique challenges for students 
with reading disabilities who face other barriers such as living in poverty or being members of 
intersecting Code-protected groups including newcomer students, English-language learners 
(students who are learning English at the same time as they are learning the curriculum), Black, 
Indigenous and students of colour, students with other disabilities, etc. We will examine the 
intersectional nature of Supporting the Right to Read further in Phase Two of this project, as we 
look toward ensuring that every student has the necessary supports for learning to read. 

Focusing on early word reading skills

Word-reading and spelling are foundation for being able to read, write and successfully interact 
with different forms of communication. However, the Commission recognizes that becoming 
fully literate requires more than just the ability to read words. The ability to understand the 
words being read and the sentences that contain them is also important for strong reading 
comprehension. A comprehensive approach to early literacy recognizes that instruction 
focused on word-reading skills, oral language development, vocabulary and knowledge 
development, and writing are all important components of literacy.  It also recognizes that 
literacy goes beyond the ability to read and write proficiently. It includes the ability to access, 
understand, analyze and communicate information in a variety of formats, and interact with 
different forms of communication and technologies.

While building literacy skills requires a broad and comprehensive approach, the Commission’s 
project is specifically focused on word-level reading and the associated early reading skills that 
are a foundation for good reading comprehension. Word-level reading difficulties are the most 
common challenge for students who struggle to learn to read well. Most students who have 
issues with reading comprehension have word-level reading difficulties.  Through this project, 
we have heard countless stories of how Manitoba students do not have access to evidence-
based instruction in these foundational skills, particularly students from Code-protected 
groups.  While this is the focus of our special project, we remain aware that early word-reading 
skills are critical, but not the only necessary component of language-arts instruction.  Language 
arts instruction must move students beyond foundational word-reading skills to allow them 
to access rich classroom environments that include storytelling, book reading, drama, text 
analysis, and other components of a comprehensive approach to literacy.
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The Right to Read

On November 9, 2012, the Supreme Court of Canada issued a landmark decision in Moore v. 
British Columbia (Education), 2012 SCC 61, [2012] 3 S.C.R. 360 (“Moore”). This decision confirmed 
that human rights laws in Canada protect the right of all students to an equal opportunity to 
learn to read.  In other words, the decision affirmed that learning to read is not a privilege or 
luxury, but a basic and essential human right. 
 
The case involved Jeffrey Moore, a British Columbia student with dyslexia.  Jeffrey Moore 
required intensive remediation support to learn to read.  For the first couple years of his 
education, he received a range of support services from his school district.  However, due to 
funding cuts, his access to intensive remediation was eliminated. 

Jeffrey was advised by school officials that the intensive remediation he required could only be 
obtained by attending a private school. 

Jeffrey’s parents filed a human rights complaint with the British Columbia Human Rights 
Tribunal, alleging that he was being denied meaningful access to education, on an equal level 
with other British Columbia students, because of his disability.  The Supreme Court of Canada 
agreed, finding that Jeffrey had a right to receive the intensive supports and interventions 
he needed to learn to read. The school board’s failure to provide special education programs 
and services, including intensive intervention, denied Jeffrey meaningful access to education, 
resulting in discrimination under the British Columbia Human Rights Code. The Court said: 

“…adequate special education…is not a dispensable luxury. For those with severe 
learning disabilities, it is the ramp that provides access to the statutory commitment to 
education made to all children…” (at para 5)

While the Supreme Court’s decision in Moore from thirteen years ago now is still celebrated 
as a significant step toward advancing the equality rights of students with disabilities, we 
have heard time and time again that students and families continue to experience barriers in 
Manitoba’s education system.  In particular, students with reading disabilities face significant 
and life altering challenges in accessing their right to learn to read.
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Reading disabilities

A reading disability is formally known as a “specific learning disorder”.6  Specific learning 
disorders are persistent challenges that can impact acquisition, organization, retention, 
understanding, or use of verbal or nonverbal information despite intervention.7 Specific 
learning disorders often impact a specific domain of academic function, like reading fluency 
and comprehension, mathematical computation, or written expression.8 According to the 
Canadian Pediatric Society, alternative terms like dyslexia, dyscalculia and dysgraphia are used 
to convey specific types of learning challenges.9

According to the American Psychiatric Association, an estimated 80% of those with learning 
disorders have an impairment in reading in particular, often referred to as dyslexia.10  The 
International Dyslexia Association defines dyslexia as:

“a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is characterized by 
difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and 
decoding abilities. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological 
component of language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities 
and the provision of effective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may 
include problems in reading comprehension and reduced reading experience that can 
impede growth of vocabulary and background knowledge.”11

Dyslexia Canada notes that learning disabilities impact between 10-20% of the population 
in Canada.12 According to results from the 2022 Canadian Survey on Disability, there are 
over 51,000 Manitobans over the age of 15 with a learning disability.13  The American 
Psychiatric Association notes that specific learning disorders often occur along with other 
neurodevelopmental disorders, such as Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder and with 
anxiety.14 

In addition to specific learning disorders, students with developmental language disorder 
(“DLD”) may also experience challenges in learning to read.  DLD is a persistent language 
difficulty with a significant impact on everyday interactions or school learning not associated 
with a known differentiating biomedical condition.15   DLD commonly occurs with other 
conditions, including dyslexia and reading comprehension difficulties.  

Dyslexia and other learning disabilities are not due to a lack of intelligence. Learning specific 
disorders are not caused by parenting practices, lack of access to reading materials or 
because a child is not trying to learn.  Learning specific disorders like dyslexia are due to 
brain differences.16  The impacts of a reading disability on a student’s ability to learn to read 
can be greatly diminished or resolved with early identification, effective interventions and 
accommodations, and scientific evidence-based and systematic instruction in reading.
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The belief that students with learning disabilities cannot learn to read is a consequence of 
ableism.  Ableism refers to attitudes and beliefs that devalue and limit the potential and 
opportunities of persons with disabilities.  The University of Manitoba provides the following 
commentary on ableism:

“Ableism is the devaluing, exclusion, and aversion to disability, neurodivergence, and 
chronic health conditions which is embedded in social structures and systems. It works 
in tandem with racism, colonialism, sexism, patriarchy, homophobia, and transphobia. 
Ableism excludes disabled people, neurodiverse people, and people with chronic health 
conditions from full societal engagement and perpetuates inequitable distribution of 
resources, opportunities, and power.”17

Failing to offer the necessary supports has serious academic and life-long consequences for 
students and their families. Students can lose their sense of dignity and self-worth, develop 
depression and anxiety, and leave school. They may even be more likely to become involved 
in the criminal justice system or become homeless. These barriers to equity in our education 
system make reading education a human rights issue.

Our Approach

The Commission is undertaking this project informed by a rights-based perspective.  As 
human rights professionals, we acknowledge that our area of expertise is not education or 
teaching.  As such, we are grateful for the expertise of the students, parents, teachers, clinicians, 
administrators, and other experts that we have relied upon throughout this project to provide 
us with the necessary information and insight on how reading is learned, taught and assessed 
in Manitoba’s education system. 

As we set out in our work, we noted that the landscape related to reading instruction is 
changing in Manitoba. In early 2025, the Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning 
department announced a Ministerial Directive with respect to universal early screening in 
Manitoba.  Moreover, the department released a new draft English Language Arts curriculum 
in August 2025.  Recognizing that significant changes are underway with respect to reading 
education, the Commission decided to approach the release of our Supporting the Right to 
Read Report in a phased manner.  This Report represents our Phase One findings.  We will 
continue to monitor the implementation of these new approaches to reading education in 
Manitoba and release an update to our findings in 2026/27.
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Our phased approach also allows us to continue building relationships and hearing from key 
stakeholders in the education sector.  As set out below, there were limitations to the number of 
public consultation meetings and focused engagements that the Commission could undertake 
in advance of the release of our first phase of findings.  However, we remain committed to 
ongoing dialogue, particularly following the release of our initial findings and as we monitor 
the impact of the above-named changes to reading education in Manitoba.

The ABCs of a Rights Based Approach to Teaching Reading – Our Phase One Report 

This Phase One Report is focused on the foundations of a rights-based approach to teaching 
reading.  In this Report, we pay particular attention to the approaches to teaching reading 
through curriculum and methods of instruction.  We also examine approaches to early 
screening and assessment, accommodation and intervention programming in Manitoba.

We are mindful that many of our findings are reflective of the experiences of students in 
Manitoba’s English public education program.  As noted below, our Phase Two Report will aim 
to reflect specific learnings related to the French Immersion and Français programs.  

While this Phase One Report will provide some initial findings related to teacher education 
and professional development, as well as systemic considerations to support the right to read, 
both areas will be explored further in our Phase Two Report.  For additional information on the 
project’s limitations, as well as areas for further inquiry in the next phase of our project, see 
Limitations below.

Sources of Information 

Survey Data

The Commission received a significant volume of data from our 
publicly conducted surveys, which ran from June 2023 until 
August 2023. This data was then analyzed and grouped into our 
project pillars, which formed the basis of the questions used in 
our public consultations and focused engagements. A summary 
of who we heard from in response to our surveys is provided 
in the “Who We Heard From: A Profile of Survey Respondents” 
section of this Report.

Through our surveys, 
public consultation 
meetings and 
stakeholder engagement 
sessions, we have 
heard from over 900 
Manitobans to date as 
part of this project.
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Public Consultations 

The Commission held two public consultations for its special project on the Right to Read: one 
in Brandon, one in Winnipeg.  The Commission had planned to hold a Thompson consultation, 
as well as an evening virtual consultation, however both sessions were disrupted by the 
ongoing states of emergency called throughout the summer and early fall of 2025. The 
cancellations of these planned consultations have also informed the Commission’s phased 
approach to the release of this Report, as described above.

Focused engagements

Throughout this project, we conducted focused engagements with several stakeholder 
organizations, all which provided a particular expertise on the issues of learning to read and 
teaching reading in Manitoba schools. This includes Manitoba Education and Early Childhood 
Learning, Manitoba Teachers Society, Manitoba School 
Boards Association, University of Manitoba – Faculty of 
Education, University of Winnipeg – Faculty of Education, 
Dyslexia Canada, Learning Disabilities Association of 
Manitoba, Manitoba Literacy Alliance, Manitoba Council of 
Reading Clinicians and Evergreen School Division.  We also 
connected with many stakeholder organizations through 
our public consultation meetings.

The Commission recognizes that not all stakeholders 
who play a role in reading education were consulted as 
part of this initiative.  Due to the size of our organization, 
and the timelines associated with this project, it was not 
possible for the Commission to meet with all impacted 
stakeholders. In limited cases, the Commission did 
not receive responses from some stakeholders to our 
consultation invitations, or the organization preferred 
to participate in our process via written submission or 
position statement.  Notwithstanding this important 
limitation, the Commission paid particular focus to 
engaging with organizations who represent a range of roles and perspectives in the education 
system, including Manitoba’s department of education, school boards, teachers, universities, 
clinicians, organizations that support students with reading disabilities, and students, parents, 
guardians and families.  

It takes courage, time 
and energy for people to 
share their experiences 
for the purpose of this 
project – whether they 
did so by survey, in 
writing or in person. 
The Commission is 
immensely grateful to 
everyone who shared 
their experiences 
and contributed to 
the findings of this 
Report.
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The Commission is also using our phased approach to ensure that any gaps in consultation 
are bridged through ongoing discussion with key stakeholders in reading education.  In other 
words, this initial round of public consultation and engagement does not represent the totality 
or end of our consultations with stakeholders for this project.  Following the release of our 
Phase One Report, we plan to hold further public consultations, and to continue dialogue with 
stakeholders in the education sector, particularly those who were not able to participate in 
consultations during our first round of stakeholder engagement.

Research

In addition to our consultations, the Commission received and reviewed a large amount of 
information, including research on how individuals learn to read. This project is grounded in the 
principle that decisions about educational methods and practices must be informed by reliable 
research and evidence. Specifically, we understand reliable research to be research that is peer-
reviewed, scientifically based, objective, and replicable.  

This Report draws on research from a variety of disciplines into: 
•	 How students learn to read;
•	 Universal Design for Learning (UDL); 
•	 What causes reading difficulties;
•	 Which students are at risk of reading difficulties and how to identify them;
•	 The systemic and equity-related barriers to learning to read;
•	 Reading interventions that are evidence-based and effective;
•	 Tools and resources for accommodation;
•	 Teacher training and support; 
•	 The models and frameworks for reading instruction; and,
•	 The individual and societal impact of not learning to read. 

References to this research are found throughout the Report. 

Limitations

We acknowledge that there may exist gaps in data with respect our survey information.  The 
Commission’s surveys were based on self-selection (people choosing to complete the survey) 
rather than random sampling. The risk of self-selection bias exists as people who chose to take 
part may not represent the entire population of students with reading difficulties, parents, or 
educators/other professionals. For this reason, the Commission has used multiple sources of 
information, including research, public consultations and stakeholder engagements, to draw its 
conclusions. 
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While the level of public engagement in this special project represented a diverse group of 
Manitobans, there are some important limitations to our Phase One findings.  We note that 
each of these limitations represents a key area of focus for us as part of the second phase of our 
initiative.  Notwithstanding this, our Phase One Report contain gaps in information with respect 
to the experience of students learning to read in French through Manitoba’s French immersion 
and Français program, as well as the particular challenges experienced by students in Northern 
and remote regions of Manitoba in realizing the right to read. The second phase of our project 
will also examine the fundamental right of Indigenous students to equity in education, 
including the right to learn to read in Indigenous languages, English and French. We will also 
examine the specific barriers encountered by English as an Additional Language Learners, Deaf 
and hard of hearing students as well as blind and low vision students in our Phase Two report, 
as the specific barriers encountered by these communities is not adequately addressed in our 
Phase One findings.  Finally, we will also consider the particular needs of older students and 
adult Manitobans in learning to read, as well as the resources and supports available to early 
childhood educators and parents as part of the next phase of this project.
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Learning to Read in 
Manitoba
Education in Manitoba

The right of every person to an education is enshrined in The Public Schools Act CCSM c P250 
of Manitoba (“The Public Schools Act”) and is recognized in international law.  Article 26 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognizes that every person has the right to education, 
that allows for the full development of the human personality and strengthens respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms.  As the United Nations noted in its General Comment 
No.13 on the Right to Education, “education is both a human right in itself and an indispensable 
means of realizing other human rights.”18  

Kindergarten to Grade 12 education is largely a provincial government responsibility in Canada. 
In Manitoba, our education system is governed by The Public Schools Act and The Education 
Administration Act CCSM c E10 (“The Education Administration Act”), and their regulations.  
These statutes set out the responsibilities and rights of all parties involved in the education 
system including: the Minister of Education, school boards, principals, teachers, parents and 
students.  

Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning recognizes four official school programs:  
•	 English program
•	 French Immersion program
•	 Français program
•	 Senior Years Technology Education program

Manitoba schools offer 13 grades (kindergarten to Grade 12), which are grouped as follows:
•	 Early Years: Kindergarten to Grade 4 (5 to 10 years)
•	 Middle Years: Grades 5 to 8 (10 to 14 years)
•	 Senior Years: Grades 9 to 12 (14 to 18 years)

Kindergarten is an optional year of schooling.  Depending upon the school division, 
kindergarten may be part time or full time.  

Beyond the public school system, students may also attend independent schools (both funded 
and non-funded entities) or participate in homeschooling. 
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In September 2024, Manitoba had a total of 224,360 students enrolled in school, including 
public schools, independent schools and home schools.  In 2024, school enrollment increased 
by 2.3% from 2023.   

Table 1 - Total Enrolment in Manitoba Schools from September 29, 2023 to September 29, 2024

Grade September 
2023

September 
2024

Change %

Nursery 2,162 2,113 (29) (1.3%)
Kindergarten 15,046 14,723 (323) (2.1%)
Early Years 
(Grades 1 to 4)

65,987 67,049 1,062 1.6

Middle Years 
(Grades 5 to 8)

66,810 68,882 2,072 3.1%

Senior Years 
(Grades 9 to 12)

68,621 71,071 2,450 3.6%

Special Ungraded 
Classes

619 502 (117) (18.9%)

Total Enrolment 219,245 224,360 5,115 2.3%
Source:  Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, “Enrolment Report September 29, 2024” April 2025.  https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/
k12/finance/sch_enrol/enrolment_2024.pdf
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How are Manitoba Students Performing?

Too many Manitobans do not know how to read well. Data from various sources, including the 
Early Development Instrument Report, Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning’s 
provincial Grade 3/4 and Grade 8 formative assessments, and the Programme for International 
Student Assessment, all suggest that Manitoba learners are below Canadian benchmarks with 
respect to reading, and that there are disparities in learners across gender, race, location and 
socio-economic status.  Over time, Manitoba’s reading achievement outcomes have generally 
declined rather than improved, and labour force data suggests a correlation between reading 
and labour force participation, income and other indicators of socio-economic wellbeing.

The Early Development Instrument Report

The Early Development Instrument Report 2022/23 – Manitoba Provincial Report summarizes 
the findings of a teacher-completed questionnaire, developed by the Offord Centre for 
Child Studies at McMaster University, that measures Manitoba students’ ability to meet age-
appropriate developmental expectations at school entry (kindergarten) in five general domains.  
The survey considers 26 questions regarding language and cognitive development in the 
following focus areas:

Basic literacy Student knows how to handle a book (e.g. turn a page), is able to attach sounds 
to letters, is showing awareness of rhyming words, is able to participate in 
group reading activities, is experimenting with written tools, is aware of writing 
directions in English (left to right, top to bottom), is able to write their own name 
in English

Interest in literacy and 
numeracy, and uses 
memory

Student is generally interested in books (pictures and print), is interested in 
reading (inquisitive/curious about the meaning of printed materials), is able 
to remember things easily, is interested in mathematics, is interested in games 
involving numbers

Advanced Literacy Student is able to read simple words, is able to read complex words, is able to read 
simple sentences, is able to write simple words, is able to write simple sentences, is 
interested in writing voluntarily (and not only under the teacher’s direction)

Basic Numeracy Student is able to sort and classify objects by a common characteristic (e.g. 
shape, colour, size), is able to use one-to-one correspondence, is able to count 
to 20, is able to recognize numbers 1 to 10, is able to say which number is bigger 
of the two, is able to recognize geometric shapes (e.g. triangle, circle, square), 
understands simple time concepts (e.g. today, summer, bedtime)
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There were 13,505 completed questionnaires during the 2022/23 survey period.  Thirteen and a 
half percent (13.5%) of the student respondents were identified as “vulnerable” in the language 
and cognitive development domain, i.e. in the 10th percentile of the Canadian baseline sample.  
This group of students are at an increased risk of difficulties including those whose struggles 
may not be apparent, and would likely require cost-effective preventative programs.  The 
number of Manitoba students who fall into the vulnerable category has increased over time, 
from 11.3% in 2012/13 to 13.5% in 2022/23.  

The Early Development Instrument also examines the number of students that are assessed as 
being at risk of developing a reading difficulty. In 2022/23, 16.3% of students were identified at 
risk in the language and cognitive development domain.  These students’ scores are lower than 
expected for children of their age range (5-6 years old).  

The disparities in reading outcomes for children between the ages of 5-6 years old are more 
significant when examining the survey outcomes by specific equity factors: male students, self-
declared Indigenous learners, English as an additional language (“EAL”) learners and newcomer 
students are more likely to be considered vulnerable or at risk in the language and cognitive 
development domain, as compared to their counterparts.

Table 2 - Vulnerable Group Comparison – Language and Cognitive Development

Group % Group %
Indigenous Students 24.7 Non-Indigenous Students 11.5
EAL Learners 20.4 Non-EAL Learners 12.8
Male Students 16.2 Female Students 10.4
New to Canada 19.9 Not New to Canada 13.1

Source:  The Early Development Instrument Report – 2022/23 – Manitoba Provincial Report

Provincial Assessments

Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning performs assessments of reading 
competencies for English and French immersion students, as well as competencies in lecture for 
Français program students at three points throughout their education. The Grade 3 Assessment 
in Reading, Lecture and Numeracy and Grade 4 Assessment in French Immersion Lecture is 
a classroom-based formative assessment of students in reading and numeracy. Classroom 
teachers report on individual student achievement in each of the respective sub-competencies 
every fall. 

The Middle Years Assessment, a classroom-based formative assessment, occurs in Grade 8, and 
includes an assessment of students’ reading comprehension. Classroom teachers report on 
individual student achievement in all three reading sub-competencies every winter. 

There are three Grade 12 language arts provincial tests: English Language Arts, Français langue 
première and Français arts langagiers – Immersion. Grade 12 provincial tests were suspended in 
the 2019/20 school year until the end of 2022/23. During this time, all formative and summative 
assessments were locally administered by school divisions not provincially reported.19 
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Grade 3

Grade 3 Reading Assessment Criteria are set out in Manitoba Education and Early Childhood 
Learning’s “Grade 3 Assessment in Reading: Support for Teachers” document, which establishes 
the following criteria and outcomes for the assessment of reading competencies:

Competency: 
Student purposefully 
reads a variety of texts 
from the classroom 
library in a social setting.

Needs ongoing help Approaching 
Expectations

Meeting Expectations

Student reflects on and 
sets reading goals

- Chooses / asks only for 
favourite texts.
- Begins to reflect on 
reading strategies with 
guidance
- Uses reading criteria and 
begins to participate in 
classroom goal setting to 
plan “what I can do” to be 
a better reader

- Chooses and reads 
predictable texts for 
enjoyment.
- With guidance, reflects 
on own reading strategies
- Participates in goal 
setting by talking about 
the criteria and
“what I did that helped 
me” be a better reader, 
and sets new reading 
goals, with assistance

- Chooses and reads a 
wide variety of texts 
from the classroom 
library for enjoyment and 
information
- Reflects on criteria and 
realistic goals (e.g., “I am 
going to think about/
predict what I already 
know about the text 
before I start reading”) 
with assistance

Student uses strategies 
during reading to make 
sense of texts

- Uses familiar strategies 
with prompting
- Looks at pictures, 
rereads, or asks for help 
when reading does not 
make sense
- Uses letter sounds to 
help read unfamiliar words

- Requires prompting to 
try alternative strategies
- Rereads, self-corrects, 
and talks about the story 
to make sense of texts

- Previews, predicts, 
questions, visualizes, 
rereads, self-corrects, 
thinks about the “pictures 
in my mind,” and makes 
connections to prior 
knowledge

Student demonstrates 
comprehension

- Represents favourite 
stories or parts of stories
- Makes personal 
connections to texts and 
the world during Read 
Aloud and Shared Reading
- Responds to Read Aloud 
and Shared Reading 
through interactive 
writing, dramatic play, 
drawing, etc., with 
assistance

- Talks about main 
character(s), event(s), and 
idea(s)/ information in 
texts, with guidance
- Makes connections to 
self, texts, and world, with 
guidance
- Responds to reading 
through drawings, writing, 
drama, etc

- Talks about and 
represents
(responds through 
drawing/painting, dance, 
dramatic play, journal 
writing, etc.) favourite 
part/event/character, 
something learned 
or wondering about, 
connections to self, other 
texts, world, etc., with 
guidance
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In fall of 2024, the percentage of Grade 3 Manitoba students meeting expectations in all three 
of the sub-competencies of the “Reading in English” domain in the English Program was 44.9%, 
well under half of all students.  Assessment results suggest that reading outcomes have been 
worsening over time and that there are significant differences in outcomes between urban, 
rural and Northern students, and between self-declared Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
students, reflecting significant equity-related concerns.  For example, in the English program in 
2024, only 22.5% of Northern students, 27.7% of self-declared Indigenous students and 42.0% 
of male students were assessed as meeting expectations in all three reading sub-competencies.  

These findings are generally consistent with reading assessment outcomes for Grade 3 Français 
program students.  In 2024, only 44.4% of students were meeting expectations in all three 
reading sub-competencies.  Outcomes are slightly lower for Northern and rural students; 
however, it should be noted that the student population size is very small, which may impact 
the validity and reliability of this data.

In the French Immersion program, reading outcomes are better.  In the fall of 2024, 61.1% 
of Grade 3 students in the French Immersion program were meeting provincial outcomes 
in reading.  However, like English students, there remain significant differences in reading 
outcomes between self-declared Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, and for male 
students and rural students.

Grade 8

Students are again assessed for reading comprehension in Grade 8.  The criteria for assessment 
are set out in Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning’s Middle Years Assessment: 
Grade 8 English Language Arts Reading Comprehension and Expository Writing – Support 
Document for Teachers. The Guide establishes the following criteria for reading comprehension 
assessment by educators across the English, French Immersion and Français program:

Competency Levels of Performance 

Student comprehends 
a variety of grade-level 
texts (fiction and non-
fiction)

Not Meeting Mid-Grade 
8 Level of Performance

Approaching Mid-Grade 
8 Level of Performance

Meeting Mid-Grade 8 
Level of Performance

Student understands key 
ideas and messages in a 
variety of texts

Demonstrates a limited 
understanding of key 
ideas and messages.

Understands key ideas 
and messages more easily 
in some texts than in 
others.

Understands key ideas 
and messages in familiar 
and unfamiliar texts.

Student interprets a 
variety of texts

Demonstrates a 
limited ability to make 
connections between 
texts and prior knowledge 
or to draw conclusions.

Interprets texts, with 
familiar content or forms, 
by connecting with prior 
knowledge to make 
inferences and draw 
conclusions.

Interprets a variety of texts 
by connecting reading 
with prior knowledge to 
make inferences and draw 
conclusions.

Student responds critically 
to a variety of texts

Expresses personal 
opinions with limited 
support from texts and 
other sources.

Develops own ideas and 
point of view with some 
support from texts.

Selects and integrates 
information, ideas, and 
points of view from 
texts and other sources 
to expand and support 
thinking.
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For the English program, approximately half of students (50.6%) are meeting grade 
performance in all three sub-competencies in 2025.  Like the Grade 3 assessment outcomes, 
reading comprehension skills for middle years students have been slightly worsening over time, 
and outcomes are lower for male, self-declared Indigenous, rural and Northern students. For 
example, in 2025, 43.5% of male students, 28.9% of self-declared Indigenous students, 48.0% 
of rural students and 26.6% of Northern students were meeting mid-grade performance in all 
three sub-competencies associated with reading comprehension.

Outcomes improve considerably for French Immersion and Français program students.  For 
the French Immersion program, 72.8% of students were meeting mid-grade performance in all 
three sub-competencies in reading comprehension in English, compared with 64.7% in French. 
In the Français program, 60.8% of students were meeting mid-grade level performance in all 
three-reading related sub-competencies. Like the English program, gender, race and location 
appear to impact results for French Immersion and Français program students as well.  

While it is not considered in this Report, data from 2016-2019 Grade 12 provincial tests in 
language arts can be found on Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning’s K-12 
Education Data Dashboard.

International Assessments

Manitoba also participates in two international reading assessments, including the Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA).

Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)

While Manitoba has participated in PIRLS since 2016, it has not provided sufficient data to 
report reliable provincial results.  As such, Manitoba’s data is only reflected in the Canadian 
average. 
 
The study is an international assessment that measures trends in reading achievement of 
Grade 4 students as well as the impact of policies and practices related to literacy. The study 
is administered every five years and is carried out by the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).  

The purposes of the PIRLS study are to:
•	 Assess the reading skills of nine-year-olds (Grade 4 students)
•	 Determine the contexts that influence reading development
•	 Understand how young children learn to read
•	 Improve teaching and learning methods in reading for all children
•	 Assess and understand differences among education systems to improve teaching and 

learning methods in reading throughout the world.
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While a PIRLS assessment occurred in 2021, the Commission was only able to review data 
from the 2016 PIRLS study at the time of preparing this report.  Fifty countries participated in 
the 2016 study, with approximately 18,000 Canadian students in eight provinces, including 
Manitoba. As noted above, the ability to assess Manitoba’s performance against the PIRLS’ 
international benchmarks is limited given our province’s small sample size.  However, Manitoba 
students are reflected in the Canadian average.  

In the 2016 PIRLS, four international benchmarks are used to show the range of students’ 
performance: advanced (625 points), high (550 points), intermediate (475 points), and low (400 
points). 

Figure 1 - PIRLS Achievement results by average score, Canadian jurisdictions, 2016

Source: Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, PIRLS/ePIRLS 2016: Canada in Context, (2018). Accessed: https://www.cmec.ca/Publications/
Lists/Publications/Attachments/385/PIRLS2016-Report-EN.pdf

Canada’s average score remains well above the international average, but it does fall short of 
a high international benchmark.  In other words, the average score in Canada falls within the 
intermediate skill range.  It should be noted that the 2016 PIRLS finds that several equity-related 
factors, including gender and socio-economic considerations, impact reading performance.

Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA)

In addition to the PIRLS study, Manitoba also participates in the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), a collaborative effort among the member states of the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).  PISA is administered every three years 
and measures 15-year-olds’ abilities in reading, mathematics and science, as well as a more 
detailed look at one domain (the major domain). While reading was not the major domain of
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the 2022 PISA assessment, the survey did capture high level reading achievement results.  In 
2022, Manitoba’s outcomes declined from 2018-2022, with our average score decreasing from 
494 to 486.  Canada’s national average also decreased from 520 to 507 from 2018 to 2022.

Figure 2 - PISA Percentage of students at each proficiency level in reading by Canadian jurisdiction, 2022

Source: Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, Measuring Up: Canadian Results of the OECD PISA 2022 Study (2022). Accessed: https://cmec.
ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/438/PISA-2022_Canadian_Report_EN.pdf

The 2022 PISA assessment also found that students in English language schools achieved 
higher reading scores than their peers in Francophone school systems in Manitoba, which is 
also reflected in the Canadian average.  Further, the 2022 PISA observed that girls achieved 
higher reading scores than boys in most jurisdictions including Manitoba, and there continues 
to be significant differences in reading achievement outcomes for students by socioeconomic 
status.  In 2022, socio-economically advantaged students outperformed socio-economically 
disadvantaged students by 50 points, or 5.0%.  

While the PIRLS and PISA assessment results are generally consistent with the trends observed 
in Manitoba’s provincial assessment outcomes, researchers have expressed concern that the 
sampling method and inclusion/exclusion processes used by PIRLS and PISA systemically 
exclude marginalized students and students with disabilities, and therefore the results may not 
reflect an accurate understanding of literacy outcomes for participating jurisdictions.20 
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The Impacts of Not Learning to Read

Data from Manitoba assessments indicate that at least half of Manitoba’s students are 
not meeting grade level benchmarks during provincial assessments. Not reading well has 
significant implications for those students’ future educational and employment pathways.  For 
example, researchers have found that students with lower reading assessment scores are less 
likely to attend post-secondary education.21  In its petition to the Manitoba government on the 
importance of evidence-based literacy instruction, the Manitoba Paediatric Society notes the 
linkages between low literacy levels and poorer general health, increased and inappropriate 
use of health care services (particularly emergency rooms), mental health issues, substance use, 
and incarceration.22   

We also heard directly from Manitoba students, in their own words, about the impact that not 
learning to read has had on their wellbeing via our student survey:

“I feel dumb.”  

“I avoid everything to do with reading.”

“I hate raising my hand for help all of the time.”

“I wish I didn’t have to work so hard.”

“I feel punished for not reading well.”

“I’m always in trouble in school.  I spend all of my time in the hallway or in the office.”

“I’ve just stopped going to school.”

Together with data about the long-term impacts of low literacy, these students’ experiences 
illustrate the reasons why early intervention for struggling readers is essential.

Notes

18. United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, “General Comment 
No. 13 on the Right to Education” UNCESCR, 21st Sess, E/C.12/10 (8 December 1999) at 
para 1, online:  www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Education/Training/Compilation/Pages/d)
GeneralCommentNo13Therighttoeducation(article13)(1999).aspx.
19. See Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, “Manitoba K-12 Education Data 
Dashboard” online: https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/grad_rates/grade12.html. 
20. See, for example, Matthew Schuelka, “Excluding Students with Disabilities from the Culture 
of Achievement: The case of TIMSS, PIRLS, and PISA” (2013) 28:2 J of Ed Policy 216-230.
21. Knighton & Bussiere, “Educational Outcomes at Age 19 Associated with Reading Ability at 
Age 15” Statistics Canada (2006), online: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/81-595-
m/81-595-m2006043-eng.pdf?st=voXPGqic.
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22.  Manitoba Paediatric Society, “Access to Evidence-Based Literacy Instruction: A Fundamental 
Right for Children in Manitoba,” online: https://www.manitobapediatricsociety.com/advocacy. 
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Who We Heard From
A Profile of Survey Respondents
Students, Parents and Families

As part of this project, the Commission sought input from impacted individuals, including 
students, parents or guardians, families, educators and administrators, through surveys and 
consultations.  

The surveys were launched in June 2023 and remained open for input until August 2023.  
In total, we received 670 survey responses, including 84 completed survey responses from 
students, 307 responses from parents and family members, and 279 responses from educators 
and administrators.

Students

We heard directly from 84 students. The majority of the student respondents were between the 
ages of 13 and 16.  We asked the students to identify their school grade.  Almost half (48%) of 
the student respondents were in Grade 8, followed by 25% in Grade 11.  Three quarters of our 
student respondents (77%) were studying in English, with 19% in French immersion and 4% in 
the Français program.  

We also learned about Manitoba students from respondents to the parent and family member 
survey.  We received 307 completed responses to the parent and family member survey.  

Half (50%) of the students described in the parent and family member surveys were in 
kindergarten through to Grade 5 (i.e. primary school). Almost all the respondents had students 
in grades K-12.  Only 4% of the respondents had students who were not in elementary or 
secondary school and had completed a Manitoba High School Diploma.
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Figure 3 - Grade Level of Student per Parent and Family Survey Results 

The students of these parents and family members were largely in the English program (53%), 
although we heard from a number of parents and family members with students in French 
immersion (41%) and the Français program (6%).  Eleven percent (11%) of our parent and 
family respondents had children who were currently being home schooled or had been home 
schooled.

We heard from students across Manitoba, mostly concentrated in the Winnipeg and Southeast 
regions:

•	 Winnipeg:  68.7%
•	 Southeast:  23.2%
•	 Parkland:  6.5%
•	 Central:  1.5%
•	 Northern:  1.5%

We asked the student respondents whether they have a reading disability.  Fifty-six percent 
(56%) indicated they do not have a reading disability, while 21% identified as having a reading 
disability.  We also heard from some students that they might have a reading disability (10% of 
respondents), and some students did not know (13%).  Of the students that identified as having 
a reading disability, the most common condition was dyslexia (56%).

We asked the parents and family members who completed our survey about whether their 
students have a reading disability. Fifty-six percent (56%) of these respondents indicated that 
their student has a reading disability, while 15% indicated that their student might have a 
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reading disability. Fifty-six percent (56%) of these respondents indicated that their student has a 
reading disability, while 15% indicated that their student might have a reading disability. Twenty-
three percent (23%) of respondents indicated that their student does not have a disability, and 
7% were not sure. When asked the nature of the student’s reading disability, the overwhelming 
majority of our parent and family member respondents stated “dyslexia”. We also heard from 
some respondents that their children had been diagnosed with dysgraphia and dyscalculia.

We also asked the students if they have a non-reading related disability. Fifty-four percent (54%) 
of student respondents did not identify as having another disability. For those that responded 
“yes” (24%), the majority identified attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) as their 
disability. 

Our parent and family survey respondents also provided us with information on non-reading 
related disabilities. Thirty-four percent (34%) of our parent and family respondents indicated 
that their student has a non-reading related disability. When we asked about the nature of the 
disability, parents and family members identified the following:  ADHD, autism, anxiety, Down 
syndrome, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, hearing loss and speech delay.

The majority of the student, parent and family respondents indicated that their students are 
boys/men (55%), while 39% are girls/women.  We also heard from some students who are 
transgender, non-binary or questioning or other (6%).  

We also asked the survey respondents to identify the racial or cultural identity that best describe 
their students. The majority of respondents indicated that their students are white (64%), 
followed by North American Indigenous (9%), and African or Black (9%).

Figure 4 - Students by Race and Ethnicity by Parent and Family, Student Survey Results (%)
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Eighty-seven percent (87%) of the survey respondents stated that the student(s) was born in 
Canada, while 13% were born outside of Canada.  Seven percent (7%) of student, parent and 
family survey respondents indicated that their student is an EAL learner.

Educators and Administrators

We received 279 completed surveys from educators and administrators. In terms of their 
experience, these respondents largely identified as teachers, but we also heard from special 
education teachers (now called inclusive education teachers), literacy specialists, speech-
language pathologists, psychologists, educational assistants, tutors, principals and vice-
principals. 

Figure 5 - Educator and Administrator Survey Respondents, by Professional Experience
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The majority of the educator and administrator survey respondents hold graduate degrees 
(51%), with the remaining holding a university or college degree or diploma (44%).  The 
vast majority of respondents have a Permanent or Provisional Professional Teaching 
Certificate in Manitoba (91%).  Twenty-eight percent (28%) of respondents hold a special 
education teaching certificate (now called an inclusive education teaching certificate) or 
a special education coordinator certificate (now called an inclusive education coordinator 
certificate).  Most of the respondents were educated in Manitoba (87%).  A large 
proportion of our educator and administrator survey respondents have graduate-level 
education (49%).

The majority of the educator and administrator survey respondents elected to tell us 
about their experience with the English program in Manitoba’s public school system (67%). 
Fifteen percent (15%) told us about their experience with French immersion in Manitoba’s 
public school system.  Some of the respondents elected to tell us about their general 
experience with Manitoba’s education system or working directly with families (9%) and a 
small number of respondents worked at the school division level (5%).

We asked educator and administrator survey respondents about the school divisions they 
have worked with.  Forty-four percent (44%) of respondents had experience working with 
school divisions in the Winnipeg region; 19.5% in the Parkland/Westman region; 19% 
in the Southeast/Interlake region; 6.5% in the Central region; and 4.5% in the Northern/
remote region.
 
We asked the educators and administrators what grade levels they are currently or 
have been responsible for.  The majority indicated that they have experience working 
in kindergarten to Grade 3 (36%) and Grades 4 to 6 (30%).  A smaller percentage of 
respondents have experience working in Grades 7-8 (19%) and Grades 9 to 12 (12%).  

Figure 6 - Educator and Administrator Survey Respondents, by Grade Level Experience
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Realizing the Right 
to Read for Manitoba 
Students
Phase One Findings
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“If at least four out of ten students are 
leaving school without learning to read 
well, we don’t have a student problem, we 
have a systems problem.”
- Educator, Consultation Participant
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How we teach Manitoba 
students to read
Curriculum and Instruction
Learning to read is a complex process. For most children, learning to read words does not come 
naturally from exposure to language or reading. Reading is a skill that must be taught.23   

How we learn to read

For decades, researchers have designed and tested models of reading to provide an 
explanation of how reading develops in early learners. One model of reading that has been 
widely tested in research is the Simple View of Reading.  Researchers Phil Gough and William 
Tunmer developed this “concise” theory to describe the act of reading comprehension as the 
result of two cognitive skills: 

Decoding (word recognition) x Language Comprehension (oral language skills) = 
Reading Comprehension.

In the Simple View of Reading model, good reading comprehension requires the interaction 
of two broad sets of abilities: decoding (D) or word recognition, and language comprehension 
(LC). If one or both sides of the equation are missing or diminished, it is expected that the 
reader will experience difficulty with reading comprehension. 

Scarborough’s Reading Rope model, developed by Dr. Hollis Scarborough, expands upon 
the Simple View of Reading, by identifying the multiple components of oral language 
comprehension and word recognition that are involved in becoming a skilled reader. The 
metaphor of a woven rope illustrates the interrelationship between the two ropes and the 
strands involved. 

Scarborough’s Reading Rope consists of lower and upper strands: the word-recognition strands 
(phonological awareness, decoding, and sight recognition of familiar words) work together as 
the reader becomes accurate, fluent, and increasingly automatic with repetition and practice. 
At the same time, the language-comprehension strands (background knowledge, vocabulary, 
language structures, verbal reasoning, and literacy knowledge) reinforce one another and 
weave together with the word-recognition strands to produce a skilled reader over time.

In another visual representation, the Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL) 
developed a graphic entitled “Framework A” to represent the cognitive components of reading
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development.  The components are shown as separate within the graphic but, in fact, they are 
all linked and intertwined. Framework A illustrates how these important components of reading 
development build up from the foundation at the bottom, toward reading comprehension as 
the goal at the top.

The left side of Framework A signifies oral language comprehension:
•	 Phonology (sounds of the language), syntax (grammar), and semantics (word 

knowledge/vocabulary) all contribute to a child’s linguistic knowledge (ability to put 
together or understand proper sentences). 

•	 Background knowledge combined with linguistic knowledge completes the necessary 
components for language comprehension.

The right side of Framework A represents the written side, which involves decoding text:
•	 Concepts about print (child’s knowledge of the form and purpose of written text) 

combined with phoneme awareness (ability to manipulate the sounds in language) are 
foundational skills required for reading. 

•	 Knowledge of the alphabetic principle and letter knowledge build upon the 
foundational skills. 

•	 These components combine to create a child’s lexical knowledge (knowledge of printed 
words) and cipher knowledge (understanding the rules for writing and spelling), which 
in turn determine a child’s decoding skills (ability to break sentences into words and 
units of meaning).

While these three models (the Simple View of Reading, Scarborough’s Reading Rope and SEDL’s 
Framework A) address the cognitive factors in reading, some researchers have expanded upon 
these models to include the social and psychological factors that influence reading skills.  
Aaron and Joshi expanded on the Simple View of Reading with their Componential Model 
of Reading.  This model encourages educators to consider not only cognitive functions, but 
also psychological and ecological factors when planning classroom instruction.  In 2021, Duke 
and Cartwright proposed the Active View of Reading.  This model proposes to address issues, 
which Duke and Cartwright argue, are not adequately accounted for by the Simple View of 
Reading, including that reading difficulties have a number of causes, not all of which simply fall 
under decoding and/or listening comprehension; that decoding and listening comprehension 
overlap in important ways; and that active, self-regulatory processes contribute to reading skills.

Dr. Linnea Ehri’s Phase Theory of Learning to Read Words presents a useful theory of the 
developmental process of learning to read over time.  According to Dr. Ehri, early readers move 
through four phases on their way to becoming confident readers:

Pre-alphabetic phase: A child in this phase has little or no knowledge of how letters 
represent sounds.  Instead, they use visual or context cues to read or guess words. Visual 
cues can include the accompanying picture on a page, the shape of a word, or
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guess words. Visual cues can include the accompanying picture on a page, the shape of 
a word, or the context in which the word appears. Children’s spoken vocabularies grow 
during this phase, especially when adults read books to them. The more words they 
know, the easier it will be to build their “reading-by-sight” vocabularies later on.

Partial-alphabetic phase: During the partial-alphabetic phase, early readers can 
recognize some letters of the alphabet and can use them together with context to 
remember (a few) words by sight. To move from the pre-alphabetic phase to the 
partial-alphabetic phase, children need to learn letter shapes, names, and sounds. 
They also need to be taught how to detect the smallest sounds in spoken words, which 
are called “phonemes”. Developing knowledge of phonemes allows early readers to 
make connections between the sounds in words they pronounce, and the letters used 
to spell those words – and that helps them store words in memory and get closer to 
reading automatically by sight. Typically, children in the partial alphabetic phase are in 
kindergarten or first grade, although older struggling readers may also be stuck in this 
phase and therefore need more instruction and practice.

Full alphabetic phase: In the full alphabetic phase, early readers have a working 
knowledge of most letter-sound correspondences, have phonemic awareness, and are 
able to decode words sequentially.  To move into this phase, readers need to acquire the 
major letter-sound (grapheme-phoneme) relations of the writing system. They need to 
acquire decoding skills to sound out letters and blend the sounds to form words. 

Consolidated-alphabetic phase: In the consolidated phase, readers are able to 
combine letters sounds that recur across different words, into multi-letter spelling units, 
such as syllables, prefixes, and suffixes. Children can use these units to form connections 
between spellings of multisyllabic words and their pronunciations – and that helps 
them read and spell with ease and confidence. Children move closer to the consolidated 
alphabetic phase in the second grade.

The Ontario Human Rights Commission details how Ehri’s model is used to explain the 
development of reading proficiency: “Preschoolers and very young students start off reading 
some very common words from memory (such as STOP on the stop sign), but then begin to use 
the grapheme-phoneme knowledge they have learned to decode words, at first letter by letter, 
but then more efficiently by connecting complete graphemes and phonemes and larger letter 
patterns (such as rimes and syllables). Students then progress to efficient reading, when they 
can recognize many words and large chunks of words (orthographic patterns and morphemes) 
automatically – known as reading words by sight or from memory.” 24
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Effective approaches for teaching reading

The substantial body of scientific research that has informed the leading models and 
frameworks on how students learn to read confirms that strong reading comprehension 
requires foundational word recognition skills.25   The development of these skills can help 
prevent the predictable consequences of reading failure, particularly for early readers.26  These 
skills, which are interrelated, have been termed the “Five Big Ideas of Beginning Reading.”27   
They include:

Phonemic Awareness
The ability to identify and play with individual sounds in spoken words. Practice 
blending phonemes prepares students to read words, and practice segmenting 
phonemes prepares them to spell words.

Phonics
Understanding how letters and groups of letters link to sounds to form letter-sound 
relationships and spelling patterns. It involves learning letter-sound correspondences 
and common spelling patterns. Phonics supports decoding and spelling and leads to 
fluent reading and writing.

Fluency
The ability to read words, phrases, sentences, and stories correctly, with enough 
speed and expression. When decoding skills become automatic, students can more 
easily focus their attention on understanding words and text. Fluency is the bridge to 
comprehension.

Vocabulary
Knowing what words mean, and how to say and use them correctly. Many word 
meanings are learned through reading, but before students can read text on their own, 
vocabulary can be taught through oral language interactions and reading books aloud.

Reading Comprehension
The ability to understand what you are reading. In addition to vocabulary and 
fluent reading of text, reading comprehension requires background knowledge, 
understanding sentence and text structures, monitoring understanding, and connecting 
ideas.

A comprehensive reading instruction program will include systematic and evidence-based 
instruction that relates to each of these interrelated “big ideas” with the ultimate goal of 
making meaning effectively from written text. For early readers, it is particularly important that 
instruction focus on letter-sound relationships with a focus on decoding, as this has a significant 
effect on reading comprehension.28  In other words, poorly developed word-reading skills act 
like a bottleneck for reading comprehension.29
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Direct, Explicit, Systematic and Cumulative Approach

As set out above, developing word recognition skills is essential to supporting early readers.  
There is significant evidence supporting initial decoding instruction that is explicit, systematic, 
and focused on grapheme-phoneme correspondences.30   As set out in the Ontario Ministry of 
Education’s Effective Early Reading Instruction: A Guide for Teachers, “Systematic instruction 
refers to concepts and materials that are taught through a carefully planned scope and 
sequence, using decodable texts.” 31

The International Dyslexia Association notes that systematic and explicit instruction consists of 
the following features:

•	 Systematic and Cumulative: Systematic means that the organization of material follows 
the logical order of the language. The sequence must begin with the easiest and most basic 
concepts and elements, and progress methodically to more difficult concepts and elements. 
Cumulative means each step must be based on concepts previously learned.

•	 Explicit:  The deliberate teaching of all concepts.  In other words, it is not assumed that 
students will naturally deduce these concepts on their own.

•	 Individualized and Data Driven:  The teacher must provide individualized instruction that 
meets the student’s needs. The instruction is based on ongoing assessment, both informally 
(for example, observation) and formally with standardized, evidence-based measures/
tools.32 

Directly teaching foundational reading skills has a significant positive impact on reading 
development, particularly for students who may be at risk of not learning to read well, including 
students with reading disabilities.33  Instruction that is vague and ambiguous may prove to 
be confusing to struggling readers. Providing explicit instruction in each of the Five Big Ideas 
of Beginning Reading ensures fair access for the range of learners in our classrooms. Put 
another way, not providing struggling readers with explicit instructional supports to access the 
curriculum is unjust and unfair.34 

Direct and systematic teaching of the skills that are good for all students, and essential for 
students at risk of not learning to read, is consistent with principles of Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL), an educational approach that emphasizes designing curriculum and instruction 
to make it effective and accessible for all students.  The Commission heard from educator 
and administrator survey respondents about the importance of using multi-tier systems of 
supports as a framework for implementing UDL when teaching reading. This approach was 
further supported by the Manitoba Association of School Psychologists, who in their June 2024 
statement on reading, note that multi-tiered systems are essential for ensuring equitable access 
to literacy instruction for all students, including those with diverse learning needs.35

Often consisting of three tiers, these systems emphasize students receiving increasing levels 
of support according to their needs but always using high-quality classroom instruction and 
interventions consistent with the scientific research.
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Tier 1:  Universal instruction, where all students receive high-quality classroom instruction 
using an evidence-based, scientifically researched curriculum. Teachers are sufficiently trained 
and supported to deliver Tier 1 curriculum as it was designed.  Tier 1 instruction often meets 
the needs of most students. However, an important feature of Tier 1 instruction is ongoing 
screening and assessment to ensure students are gaining the required skills and knowledge. 
This universal early screening means students who may be at risk of reading difficulties are 
identified and receive the programming they need before they start to experience significant 
difficulties. 

Tier 2:  Students receive additional instruction or intervention in small groups, if their skills 
and knowledge are not progressing adequately to meet expectations with only Tier 1 science-
based instruction (identified based on evidence-based screening and assessment results). While 
continuing to receive high-quality Tier 1 instruction, these students receive Tier 2 support in 
smaller groups with increased intensity (daily instructional time, explicitness and scaffolding of 
instruction, supported practice and cumulative review). Evidence-based Tier 2 interventions in 
kindergarten and Grade 1 will be most effective for the most students.

Tier 3: Intended for the very small percentage of students whose reading skills do not come 
into the expected range with Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction. Intervention at this level means 
smaller groups or individual interventions of increased intensity (more time, more explicit and 
scaffolding of instruction, with ample supported practice to master skills).

Ineffective methods for teaching reading 

While there appears to be compelling evidence to support direct, explicit instruction to 
build foundational word reading skills, researchers and practitioners caution against the 
oversimplification of reading development.36  As Moats notes, oversimplifying the complex 
process of reading development may result in the continuation of unsupported educational 
practices that are believed to incorporate the elements set out above.  Moats outlines some 
approaches to reading instruction that are not supported by research evidence, including:

•	 use of memorization, picture cues, and contextual guessing for teaching word 
recognition; 

•	 little or no instruction about speech sounds and their features; 
•	 little or no instruction in blending and pulling apart or segmenting the sounds in words; 
•	 confusion of phonemic awareness with phonics; 
•	 not systematically presenting sound-symbol relationships or practicing decoding words; 

and,
•	 reliance on “leveled” books for instruction.37 

We also heard specific concerns about an instructional strategy called “three-cueing.”  The three-
cueing system emerges from the psycholinguistic theories of Ken Goodman and Frank Smith, 
first published in the 1960s.  The three-cueing model says that skilled reading involves gaining 
meaning from print using three types of cues:

1.	 Semantic (word meaning and sentence context)
2.	 Syntactic (grammatical features)
3.	 Graphophonic (letters and sounds)
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This model is found in whole language and balanced literacy approaches to reading instruction. 
Three-cueing principles are embedded in several reading instructional or intervention 
programs widely used in Manitoba (see Interventions).

In the three-cueing approach, students are taught to first use semantic and grammatical 
cues when they are attempting to read an unknown word (e.g., “What word would make 
sense here?”). Graphophonic cues, such as noticing the letters in a word, or sounding out 
the unknown word using phonic knowledge, are the final strategies employed by the reader.  
Knowledge of phonics is downplayed in a three-cueing model because Smith (1973) believed 
that an experienced and fluent reader identifies words as an ideogram, meaning that we read 
words as unanalyzed wholes. In other words, the three-cueing model encourages guessing 
instead of decoding. This means that systematic and explicit approaches to phonics instruction, 
which are widely supported by research into how children learn to read, are incompatible with 
the three-cueing model.

Beyond the three-cueing model, there is insufficient evidence to support whole language 
or balanced language approaches as effective methods for teaching reading.38  Researchers 
submit that while these programs may incorporate some phonics instruction, it is not 
consistent, systematic, scaffolded or intensive enough to adequately develop strong word 
recognition skills, particularly for struggling readers.  While some features of a balanced 
literacy classroom may have some evidentiary support, such as the use of “read-alongs,” these 
approaches to reading instruction are not broadly supported by evidence and risk leaving 
many students behind.  As such, they do not align with UDL principles.39

Manitoba’s Approach to Teaching Reading: K-12 Curriculum Framework

Manitoba’s Education Administration Act determines that the Minister responsible for 
education approves and creates courses of study in Manitoba, including their length, 
instructional materials and textbooks. Manitoba’s curriculum for English Language Arts in 
effect during the Supporting the Right to Read Project was established in 2020 and sets out the 
specific curricular objectives for kindergarten through Grade 12.

The curriculum is organized by four “practices” that reflect the “big ideas of the discipline,” and 
the ways of “knowing, thinking, doing and being meaningfully rich in English language arts.”  
These practice areas include “Language as Sense Making,” “Language as System,” “Language 
as Power and Agency,” and “Language as Exploration and Design.”  Each practice area is 
characterized by elements, which represent how the practices are enacted from kindergarten to 
Grade 12, and grade brand descriptors, which represent outcomes to support the assessment of 
student learning and progress.

Across the grade years, the “Language as a System” practice area includes elements and grade 
band descriptors that relate to reading development, however the elements and descriptors are 
not explicit.  For example, the elements associated with this practice area across all grade levels 
include “Recognize, apply, and adapt rules and conventions and identify, analyze and apply 
understandings of whole-part-whole relationships.”  In kindergarten to Grade 2, the curriculum 
sets out the following grade band descriptors for these elements:
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•	 Learners are demonstrating an understanding that legibility enhances communication. 
•	 Learners are recognizing that English has conventional spellings. 
•	 Learners are experimenting with, using, and adjusting conventions of familiar print, oral, 

and visual texts to enhance communication. 
•	 Learners are developing automaticity with printed text.

By Grades 2 to 5, learner outcomes in the “Language as System” practice area are identified as:
•	 Learners are using classroom resources and what they know about spelling, grammar, 

capitalization, and punctuation to understand and compose texts.
•	 Learners are recognizing, comparing, and using the codes and conventions of print, oral, 

visual, and multimodal texts.
•	 Learners are choosing and using multiple styles of communication for clarity and effect.
•	 Learners’ automaticity with printed text is becoming secure and consistent.

In Grades 6 to 8, the following is expected of learners:
•	 Learners are more consistently and strategically applying knowledge of and using 

various resources for spelling, grammar, punctuation, and capitalization.
•	 Learners are using their understanding of a range of text structures and features to 

understand and communicate clearly and effectively.
•	 Learners are assessing and applying their understanding of how the English language 

works to understand more challenging and unfamiliar texts, as well as for clarity, 
precision, and accuracy in their own creations.

•	 Learners are examining, considering, and applying knowledge of conventions across a 
growing range of forms and genres.

Note, grade band descriptors are not identified for Grades 9 to 12.

While the curriculum does not provide specific guidance on reading development, in 
2023, Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning released its Guiding Principles for 
Comprehensive Approach to Reading Instruction in Manitoba. The guideline is premised on the 
notion that reading instruction must be student-centered and that there is no single approach 
to the teaching of reading that will be responsive to the needs of all students.  Teachers 
are encouraged to take a “comprehensive” approach that includes instruction on fluency, 
comprehension, vocabulary development, phonemic awareness, and decoding words through 
whole class, small group, and individual mini-lessons, based on the identified strengths and 
needs of the students. Teachers are also encouraged to undertake observation and classroom-
based assessment to support the early identification of student learning strengths and needs.  
School divisions, school leaders, and teachers are reminded of their obligation to support 
inclusive education practices, including the need to have processes in place to respond to 
student learning needs through intervention and accommodation. Finally, the guideline 
emphasizes the importance of providing ongoing, job-embedded professional development to 
support teachers in responding to the literacy needs of individual learners.
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While the guideline encourages teachers to take a comprehensive approach to reading 
instruction that includes instruction on “fluency, comprehension, vocabulary development, 
phonemic awareness, and decoding words”, little to no guidance is provided in either the 
curriculum document or the guideline on how reading develops or the benchmarks for reading 
development.  These concerns were reflected in the data that we gathered through our 
surveys.  When we asked whether the approach to teaching reading used in Manitoba schools 
is effective, most educator and administrator survey respondents disagreed (47%).  Only 29% 
of educator and administrator respondents felt the current approach to teaching reading is 
effective.  Respondents to our parent and family survey also told us that they did not believe 
the current approach to teaching reading in Manitoba schools is effective.  Fifty-six percent 
(56%) of parent and family respondents told us that the current approach to teaching reading 
is not effective, with only 17% indicating that they believe the approach is effective in teaching 
students to read.

We heard repeatedly from educator and administrator survey respondents that the curriculum 
does not provide sufficient guidance to teachers.  One educator respondent stated, “The dearth 
of guidance from the province that would be provided by curriculum with a set of meaningful 
objectives and a scope and sequence that educators can reliably use to teach reading has left 
divisions in a position of making it up themselves.”  Another educator respondent noted, “The 
curriculum needs to be more detailed and explicit, perhaps offering a continuum or scope and 
sequence of skills.” We also heard, “The Manitoba curriculum is not explicit or detailed enough 
to lead educators to effectively teach students to read, especially students with diagnosed or 
undiagnosed disabilities in reading/writing. We need to be knowledgeable in brain research 
and best pedagogies to respond to the needs of all our students.”  Finally, one respondent 
told us, “The ELA Curriculum needs revision. New teachers require more specificity in teaching 
phonics, morphology, comprehension before, during and after reading narrative and 
informational/expository texts, written expression for narrative and expository/informational 
texts.”

We asked educator and administrator survey respondents about the most common approach 
used in Manitoba schools to teach students to read.  To help respondents answer this question, 
we provided them with a few key definitions:

•	 “Whole-language” approach (e.g. predicting words based on meaning and sentence 
structure, sight words).

•	 “Balanced literacy” approach (e.g. instruction in the three-cueing system, gradual release 
of responsibility – modeled, shared, guided and independent reading, word-solving 
strategies/word study). 

•	 “Structured literacy” approach (e.g. systematic, cumulative and explicit instruction in the 
relationship between sounds in speech and the written word, phonics, decodable texts).
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It is noted that at least one respondent indicated a dissatisfaction with the definitions provided: 
“I am confused by your definitions - Whole language is not something evident or even related 
to most classroom approaches in Manitoba. Balanced literacy does not use a three cueing 
model but does try to balance all of the approaches of model, share and independent literacy 
in all areas of speaking, writing and reading.”  The Commission is cognizant that there remains 
some debate as to the distinctions between whole language and balanced literacy approaches 
to reading instruction, and the components of a balanced literacy approach.40   Nevertheless, 
most of the educator and administrator survey respondents we heard from indicated that the 
approach to literacy instruction most commonly used in Manitoba schools aligns with balanced 
literacy (56%).  The majority of respondents also indicated that this is the approach that the 
current Manitoba curriculum follows (43%).

In the absence of clear guidance, we heard that a number of teachers and school divisions 
have adopted their own approaches to literacy instruction. Some of the educators who are 
working to incorporate systematic, explicit and direct instruction in foundational word reading 
skills in their classrooms shared with us the benefits and challenges they encountered doing 
this work in the absence of clear curricular guidance, or a broader systems-wide approach.  
One consultation participant noted that as an educator she has tried to focus on phonics and 
phonemic awareness with her students, but has limited resources, like decodable texts, or 
evidence-based interventions to offer them. She shared with us that while she has witnessed 
students making some gains in reading achievement following her instruction, she does not 
know whether that progress will be sustained as they transition grades, as it is not clear that 
other educators will use a cumulative and systematic approach to teaching reading skills.

We also heard about school divisions that have implemented their own comprehensive 
approaches to literacy instruction.  Some divisions have launched pilot projects, such as 
the important work of Park West School Division’s “Project 30,” other school divisions have 
implemented division-wide approaches to literacy instruction, including Louis Riel School 
Division and Evergreen School Division – whose approaches are summarized below.41 

Louis Riel School Division

Louis Riel School Division is located in and outside of the south-east section of Winnipeg.  
The division serves over 18,000 students in English and French immersion from kindergarten 
to Grade 12.42  The division has implemented a Literacy Success Framework that includes 
universal literacy screening for K-1 students using the second edition of the Comprehensive 
Test of Phonological Processing.  The division undertakes universal progress monitoring 
using the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills for students in English, and the Test 
des habiletés fondamentales en littératie (THaFoL) for students in French immersion.  The 
division has also developed a literacy scope and sequence to support the implementation of 
the curriculum and a professional development program for school teams.  The division also 
indicates that they have developed a data collection system for staff to analyze screening 
results and have refined the systematic approach for supporting students with assistive 
technology.43 
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In 2024/25, Louis Riel School Division also 
implemented full-day kindergarten.  Early results 
from their assessment of outcomes following the 
implementation of full time kindergarten suggest 
that the changes have not only had a positive 
impact on families, but teachers also suggest 
significant student growth in early literacy skills 
(including letter naming and printing).44

Evergreen School Division

Evergreen School Division is located in the Interlake 
region of Manitoba and is comprised of eight 
schools, with a total enrollment of 1,451 students as 
of September 2024.45 

In 2022/23, Evergreen School Division implemented 
a comprehensive approach to literacy instruction, 
premised on the principles of direct and explicit 
evidence-based instruction in the skills that will 
lead to effective word recognition and language 
comprehension. In 2024, Evergreen School Division 
was honoured with a Dyslexia Canada award 
for their comprehensive approach to literacy 
instruction.  

The approach included the implementation of 
full-time, everyday kindergarten.  In addition, the 
division developed a Foundational Word Knowledge 
Scope and Sequence, that sets out the approach 
and order of the content and skills to be developed 
from kindergarten to Grade 3, by grade level and 
skill area (i.e. print concepts, letter knowledge, 
phonological awareness, phonics and decoding, irregular high-frequency words, fluency, multi-
syllabic word reading and morphology).  It should be noted that the scope and sequence is 
focused on the word recognition components of reading development, but the school division 
notes that language comprehension is a key component of reading instruction.

In addition to the scope and sequence, Evergreen School Division has implemented a tiered 
approach to reading instruction, which is briefly summarized as follows:

•	 Tier 1 - Universal Instruction: In alignment with the divisional Scope and Sequence.
•	 Tier 1 Targeted Instruction:  If universal instruction is not successful, students may be 

identified for Targeted Tier 1 supports, which can include small group or 1:1 instruction 
led by the classroom teacher. Students are identified for Tier 1 targeted instruction 
based on data, including screening assessment results, program progress monitoring 
and teacher observations.

What is a scope and 
sequence?

”Scope and sequence” is a term 
used to identify the amount of 
content an educator will teach their 
students (scope) and the order 
in which they teach this content 
(sequence). 

In reading education, an effective 
scope and sequence will be linked 
to the foundational skills involved 
in learning to read.  In other words, 
the scope of instruction should 
correlate to the skills involved in 
word recognition and language 
comprehension.

The exact order in which skills are 
introduced in a sequence may vary, 
depending upon the curricular 
resources and instructional 
approach used by a given program 
or instructor. What is important 
is that the overall structure 
of the scope and sequence is 
complete, logical, and systematic in 
nature.
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•	 Tier 2:  If Tier 1 Targeted Instruction supports are not successful, students may be 
identified for Tier 2 Small Group intervention.  Students are identified for Tier 2 supports 
based on data, including screening assessment results, program progress monitoring 
and teacher observations.  

•	 Tier 3 Personalized Intervention:  Students may be identified for personalized 
intervention where their assessments suggest they are below benchmarks; they have 
attempted a minimum of 6 months of Tier 2 interventions with minimal progress, 
as measured by assessment and progress monitoring; they have a reading-related 
diagnosis or a potential diagnosis.  The student will usually receive their intervention 
in a small group (1-3 students) by a trained literacy instructor.  The student will work 
toward up to 3 individualized goals created with their intervention teacher based on 
their assessment data and aim line.  Interventions will be implemented for six weeks 
with ongoing progress monitoring and assessment. The student will receive 25-minute 
sessions, with a minimum of 4-5 sessions per week. If the assessment is unsuccessful, 
the educational psychologist and/or speech-language pathologist will work with the 
instructor to discuss alterations to the intervention.  Where the intervention is successful, 
the instructor will consider continuing the intervention with monitoring, or phasing the 
student back to Tier 2 supports, as appropriate.

Evergreen School Division’s comprehensive approach to literacy instruction also focuses on 
early screening and ongoing monitoring and assessment of all students using the Dynamic 
Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills for English and the Quick Phonics Screener.  The Division 
2023/28 Education Plan also sets out the following key activities related to their literacy 
strategy, which emphasize a team-based approach to literacy instruction:

•	 Teachers will provide direct and explicit instruction of foundational reading skills (as 
identified on the ESD K-3 Foundational Reading Skills Scope and Sequence). 

•	 Teachers will provide direct and explicit instruction of language comprehension skills (as 
identified in the ESD K-12 Language Comprehension Instructional Guide). 

•	 Literacy consultant will provide professional development for classroom teachers in 
teaching programming. 

•	 Speech-language pathologist will support Intervention teachers with small group and 
personalized interventions. 

•	 Teachers will provide direct and explicit instruction of writing strategies. 
•	 School teams will collaborate with classroom teachers to reflect on their reading and 

writing data to inform instructional practices.

Finally, the division has also established clear, transparent indicators for success in literacy in its 
Education Plan for K-12 students. For example, by June 2026, the division aims to have 80% of 
its Grade 3 students performing at or above benchmarks as measures by its DIBELS assessment, 
achieving a 3 or 4 in reading comprehension on the provincial report card, and meeting 
expectations in all 3 sub-competencies on the Grade 3 Provincial Reading Assessment.
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Louis Riel School Division and Evergreen School Division both demonstrate promising 
approaches to literacy instruction; however, they have adopted these comprehensive plans 
in the absence of clear provincial curriculum guidance.  This creates inconsistent and unequal 
approaches to literacy instruction for Manitoba students, depending upon their place of 
residence. For students belonging to Code-protected groups, who are more likely to face 
barriers in learning to read, it means that their access to equal literacy instruction may depend 
on where they live. This does not align with the objectives of the Code, or the broader goals 
of human rights protection in our province. During a recent public meeting, the Commission 
heard from a parent who noted that she was contemplating moving from her home community 
as her child would receive very different literacy instruction approximately 50 km away.

The New English Language Arts Curriculum

In fall of 2025, Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning released the draft version of 
a new English Language Arts curriculum which states that “clear grade level learning outcomes 
for literacy instruction are being developed alongside reading, writing and oral language 
literacy progressions.” 46 According to Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, 
grade level learning outcomes and literacy progressions are intended to align with the Guiding 
Principles for a Comprehensive Approach to Reading Instruction in Manitoba and are envisioned to 
support better consistency and clarity in literacy instruction in Manitoba classrooms.

Like the current curriculum, the content is organized along strands areas:
•	 Strand A – Explore and Discover Language and Literacy
•	 Strand B – Comprehend and Respond to Multimodal Texts
•	 Strand C – Compose and Create Multimodal Texts
•	 Strand D – Communicate Ideas and Build New Understandings

The first strand – Explore and Discover Language and Literacy – outlines components that 
relate to the development of word recognition skills in early years, including:

•	 Phonological/Phonemic Awareness 
•	 Alphabetic Knowledge 
•	 Phonics 
•	 Word Study (Morphology) 
•	 Vocabulary
•	 Reading Fluency

However, it should be noted that the curriculum does not set out the importance of teaching 
literacy skills in a direct, systematic, explicit and evidence-based manner.  By contrast, Ontario’s 
2023 Language curriculum states the following:
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“Literacy skills are embedded across the Ontario curriculum. However, literacy 
development lies at the heart of the language curriculum. This curriculum emphasizes 
evidence-based systematic and explicit instruction of foundational knowledge 
and skills, including oral language, word-level reading and spelling, vocabulary, 
fluency, and comprehension. The systematic teaching of foundational knowledge 
and skills is critically important. It requires focused and dedicated time and must 
follow a carefully planned sequence for introducing specific concepts, knowledge, 
and skills. It must also happen in purposeful and meaningful contexts where 
students are immersed in rich literacy experiences that cultivate a sense of 
enjoyment about learning. These experiences must be grounded in responsive 
teacher-student relationships.” (emphasis added)47 

Manitoba’s new curriculum is not clear in this regard, and it instead proposes that students 
employ strategies that do not clearly accord with a direct, explicit and systematic approach to 
building foundational word recognition skills.  For example, the Grade 1 curriculum states:

“Grade 1 learners activate, acquire and continually build their background knowledge 
by exploring diverse topics and multimodal forms of information. They use a range of 
information sources along with their prior knowledge to make sense of the text. With 
guidance, learners experiment with different strategies before, during and after 
reading, to think more deeply or critically about the ideas in the text. They begin to 
monitor their own reading, self-correcting or re-reading to maintain and construct 
meaning.” (emphasis added)48

While the draft curriculum lacks specificity with respect to the system of teaching foundational 
word reading skills, it does set out general learning outcomes related to phonological/
phonemic awareness, alphabetic knowledge, phonics, word study (morphology), vocabulary 
and reading fluency.  For example, the general learning outcomes for readers in Grade 1 are:

GENERAL LEARNING OUTCOME 

Language as the Foundation for Reading and Writing 

Learners will develop and apply the understanding of the system of language 
(knowledge and skills) and language comprehension for reading and writing. 

Phonological/Phonemic Awareness
ELA.1.A2.1 Identify sounds in beginning, middle and end of words; blend and segment 
sounds in longer words (e.g., /c/l/a/p/); substitute sounds to make new words 
(e.g., fish, dish); break apart multisyllable words and segment/blend each sound 
(phoneme) in each syllable.
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Alphabetic Knowledge 
ELA.1.A2.2 Identify individual alphabet letters by name (upper and lowercase letters) 
regardless of order; match upper to lowercase. 

Phonics
ELA.1.A2.3 Use knowledge of letters and sounds to recognize and decode/encode (spell) 
words in isolation and in various texts (e.g., bring, drop, pest) with phonetically 
regular and irregular patterns. 

Word Study (Morphology)
ELA.1.A2.4 Understand with support how to use small, meaningful parts of a word 
(morphemes) in reading and writing to determine word meaning and spelling 
accuracy (e.g., prefix: re-, pre-, suffix: -ed, -ing). 

Vocabulary
ELA.1.A2.5 Understand and use a range of vocabulary when reading and writing simple 
texts. 

Reading Fluency
ELA.1.A2.6 Identify and apply letter sounds accurately and automatically to decode; read 
known words accurately to increase fluency; notice and use punctuation to 
demonstrate phrasing, pausing and intonation to support comprehension.

The curriculum is supported by the Kindergarten to Grade Five Literacy Progressions, which 
sets out end-of-year literacy learning outcomes by Grade Level.  While the adoption of the 
Literacy Progressions marks an important step towards fostering an evidence-based approach 
to reading instruction, the Commission has heard concerns from stakeholders that they appear 
to lack a degree of specificity and clarity. 

For example, with respect to alphabetic knowledge skills (which have been incorporated into 
the “Phonics” skill area), Manitoba Education and Early Childhood learning sets the following 
learning progressions:

Kindergarten Grade One Grade Two
Know all letter names and 
sounds

Know all alphabet letters (up-
per/lower case) by name and 
sound accurately and fluently

Typically mastered by end of 
Grade 1

While it may seem like a minor distinction, the progressions do not capture the ability to 
name upper- and lower-case letter sounds both in and out of order, or in various fonts, or with 
increasing automaticity.  This is important because beginning readers’ knowledge of the ABCs 
is a strong predictor of later reading success.49  Moreover, automaticity is necessary for skilled 
reading.
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The Commission is mindful of its survey results and consultation findings, which suggest that 
the use of direct, explicit and systematic instruction in foundational word reading skills is 
not currently widely used in Manitoba classrooms.  As such, it is critical that clear, structured, 
evidence-based guidance is provided to educators to assist them in transitioning from the 
existing ELA curriculum to the proposed 2025 model.  The Commission heard from stakeholders 
that the existing proposed curriculum could be strengthened by working with experts in 
reading development and systematic, explicit and direct instruction to ensure progressions 
include not only grade level outcomes, but also clear examples of how the outcome is 
demonstrated.  This will support educators by providing them with guidance on how to assess 
student progress. 

In addition to the Guiding Principles for Comprehensive Approach to Reading Instruction 
in Manitoba, the Commission is mindful that there exist other resources to support the 
implementation of provincial curriculum and support teachers that are providing education 
to students with learning disabilities, including Supporting Inclusive Schools: Addressing the 
Needs of Students with Learning Disabilities.  While the existence of resources like this Guide 
are critical to supporting educators in delivering an inclusive education, we note that this 
resource has not been updated since 2015 and that many of our consultation participants were 
not aware of its existence.



73

Recommendations:

The Commission acknowledges that Manitoba is taking important steps to improve literacy 
instruction for all students, particularly those struggling to read and readers with learning 
disabilities.  To continue to strengthen Manitoba’s approach and ensure it aligns with current 
research and UDL principles, the Commission recommends that key stakeholders undertake the 
following actions:

1.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning work with experts in direct, explicit and 
systematic reading instruction and curriculum design to build upon the draft 2025 English 
Language Arts curriculum. It is recommended that the current progressions be revised to 
provide educators with greater guidance on how grade level outcomes are demonstrated 
and the sequential progression of learning.

2.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning work with experts in direct, explicit 
and systematic reading instruction and curriculum design to develop curriculum support 
documents, including a resource guide for educators on direct, explicit and systematic 
reading instruction.  The Commission is mindful that current approaches to reading 
instruction differ significantly across Manitoba, and many assessment and intervention 
approaches do not align with evidence-based approaches in reading skill development. 
To support teachers in the effective implementation of a renewed curriculum, it is strongly 
recommended that Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning develop a resource 
that provides guidance on the following:
•	 Early reading skills and how they are developed;
•	 Direct, systematic and explicit instructional strategies;
•	 The role of screening and assessment in reading instruction and evidence-based 

approaches to screening and assessment;
•	 Instructional planning, including length of instruction, use of evidence-based materials 

and programs in classroom and small-group applications, and differentiated approaches 
to instruction;

•	 Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties;
•	 The core features of learning specific disorders, including dyslexia, dysgraphia and 

dyscalculia.  Learning disabilities should be specifically named and explained to help 
address the stigma and fear surrounding the naming of dyslexia and other specific 
learning disorders; and

•	 Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully implement 
them in the classroom and school environment.

When developing these curriculum support documents, it is recommended that Manitoba 
Education and Early Childhood Learning review, revise and/or archive any current resources 
that do not align with a direct, explicit and systematic approach to reading instruction.  This 
includes the Guiding Principles for a Comprehensive Approach to Reading Instruction in Manitoba 
and Supporting Inclusive Schools: Addressing the Needs of Students with Learning Disabilities.
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3.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, school divisions, the Manitoba Teachers’ 
Society and other key stakeholders work together with experts to provide ongoing, 
sustained, job-embedded training opportunities for educators and other key staff involved 
in delivering reading education.  This professional development will be particularly critical 
during the period prior to and immediately following the implementation the new English 
Language Arts curriculum, as well as any future revisions to the French immersion and 
Français lecture curriculums.  The training should prepare educators to implement the new 
curriculum by covering the following key concepts:
•	 Early reading skills and how they are developed;
•	 Direct, systematic and explicit instructional strategies;
•	 The role of screening and assessment in reading instruction and evidence-based 

approaches to screening and assessment;
•	 Instructional planning, including length of instruction, use of evidence-based materials 

and programs in classroom and small-group applications and differentiated approaches 
to instruction;

•	 Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties;
•	 The core features of learning specific disorders, including dyslexia, dysgraphia and 

dyscalculia.  Learning disabilities should be specifically named and explained to help 
address the stigma and fear surrounding the naming of dyslexia and other specific 
learning disorders; and

•	 Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully implement 
them in the classroom and school environment.

4.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should work with experts in the direct, 
explicit and systematic instruction of reading in French to renew the French immersion and 
Français lecture curriculums and curriculum support documents.

5.	 School divisions should ensure that classrooms materials that relate to reading instruction 
support an evidence-based approach to reading skill development, as outlined in this 
report. This includes providing educators with decodable texts and ensuring all classroom 
resources align with evidence-based approaches for teaching foundational reading skills.  
As school divisions source new learning materials, they should source materials that support 
inclusive, equitable and representative learning environments.

6.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning and school divisions should work 
together to implement a long-term monitoring and evaluation plan to ensure that the 
renewed curriculum is appropriate and being implemented effectively.  This plan should 
consider whether Code-protected groups are receiving equitable access to literacy.
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7.	 Manitoba’s faculties of education should ensure that future teachers understand critical 
concepts in teaching reading, including supporting reading instruction for struggling 
readers and students with reading disabilities:
•	 Early reading skills and how they are developed, as well as models of reading 

development;
•	 Direct, systematic and explicit instructional strategies;
•	 The role of screening and assessment in reading instruction and evidence-based 

approaches to screening and assessment;
•	 Instructional planning, including length of instruction, use of evidence-based materials 

and programs in classroom and small-group applications and differentiated approaches 
to instruction;

•	 Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties;
•	 The core features of learning specific disorders, including dyslexia, dysgraphia and 

dyscalculia.  Learning disabilities should be specifically named and explained to help 
address the stigma and fear surrounding the naming of dyslexia and other specific 
learning disorders;

•	 Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully implement 
them in the classroom and the school environment;

•	 The importance of teaching foundational reading skills to address inequality for student 
populations who experience systemic inequities, and the needs of students with 
different difficulties and disabilities; and

•	 Other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are addressed in the 
research but were not the focus of the Commission’s special project, such as evidence-
based instruction in oral language, reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge, and 
spelling and writing.

8.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should explore the feasibility of 
amending the Teaching Certificates and Qualifications Regulation, M.R. 115/2015 under 
The Education Administration Act C.C.S.M. c.E10 to require that all teacher candidates take 
at least one course that deals with reading instruction.  The content of the course should 
include the core components outlined above in recommendation 7. 
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“I wish I knew sooner so that I could have 
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experience years of frustration and low self-
esteem.”
- Parent, Consultation Participant
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Early Screening and 
Assessment
Learning the foundational skills involved in reading requires direct, explicit and systematic 
instruction that covers the essential components of literacy, including phonemic awareness, 
phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension.  To be effective, this instruction must 
be delivered alongside a comprehensive assessment system to allow educators to adjust 
instruction to meet the specific needs of students.50   Early and ongoing assessment is 
particularly critical to support the learning of students with learning disabilities and students 
experiencing reading difficulties. 

The Components of a Comprehensive Assessment System

There are different types of assessment that are central to a multi-tiered system of supports 
framework for reading instruction.  These assessments include universal early screeners, 
diagnostic assessments, progress monitoring assessments and summative assessments.51  Each 
of these assessments helps educators determine which students require additional support, 
plan instruction, monitor progress, and evaluate program effectiveness.52  Psycho-educational 
assessments, or professional assessments, also play an important role in helping support the 
learning of students with disabilities.

As part of the Commission’s special project on Supporting the Right to Read, we gathered 
information from the public and key stakeholders on assessment, with a specific focus on early 
screening and psycho-educational assessments.  For this reason, these two areas will be the 
focus of our analysis below; however, effective reading instruction requires multiple forms of 
assessments as discussed above.

Universal Early Screening

Universal early screening should be conducted 2-3 times per year to identify whether students 
may be experiencing reading difficulties as soon as possible.53  As Malcom notes, many of the 
cognitive and language skills involved in learning to read can be observed and measured 
before a student receives formal reading instruction.54  Early screening is a brief, standardized 
measure that quickly identifies students at risk.  These tools have specific procedures for 
administration and scoring guidelines. Students are assessed on several indicators of early 
literacy skills that are appropriate for their age and grade.  For example, kindergarten and 
Grade 1 students may be screened on phonemic awareness, phonics, and decoding, while older 
students may be screened on oral reading fluency and comprehension.55
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Effective early screening tools are reliable and valid, because their results are assessed against 
benchmark criteria. Benchmark criteria are not determined arbitrarily but instead are predicated 
on research: longitudinal studies to determine what threshold a child must reach to have a 
strong chance of meeting future reading goals. This means a student’s score allows educators to 
predict future reading performance with a reasonable degree of accuracy.56

While screening tools can help identify at-risk readers, screeners are not diagnostic tools.  In 
other words, screening tools cannot give educators a full picture of the underlying cause of the 
reading difficulty.57 

Early screening is a key component in building foundational literacy skills and a lifelong 
relationship with reading, as set out in Manitoba’s Guiding Principles for a Comprehensive 
Approach to Reading Instruction in Manitoba.  Simply put, early screening gives educators, 
caregivers, and learners the opportunity and tools as early as possible to know about possible 
reading difficulties and do something about them. Early screening is important because the 
earlier we have access to information about a learner’s possible challenges with reading, the 
better chance we have in successfully identifying and implementing the tools they need to 
develop strong literacy skills alongside their peers. The longer we wait to intervene in a learner’s 
challenges with reading, the less likely they are to respond positively to intervention.58  The 
more difficult reading becomes, the less likely a learner will be motivated to read or find any joy 
in it.59  As an information gathering and identification tool, early screening is one of the most 
effective ways that we can prevent possible reading difficulties from turning into actual lifelong 
reading challenges.

Early Screening in Manitoba

While some school divisions have adopted universal early screening as part of their 
comprehensive approaches to literacy instruction, we heard that universal early screening 
has not been universally adopted or applied to date in Manitoba.  As part of our survey of 
educators and administrators, we asked whether their students are currently screened for 
reading difficulties in the primary grades.  Fifty-two percent (52%) of respondents indicated that 
students are screened in the primary grades, while 27% stated they are not.  

Figure 7 - Are students currently screened for reading difficulties in primary grades, educator and 
administrator survey respondents
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We asked educator and administrator survey respondents in which grades students are first 
screened for reading difficulties, and most indicated Grade 1, with kindergarten being the 
second highest response, followed by Grade 3.

Figure 8 - In what grade(s) are students currently first screened for reading difficulties, educator and 
administrator survey respondents

We also asked educator and administrator survey respondents who typically does the 
assessment, and we heard that it is most commonly performed by the classroom teacher (50% 
of respondents).  We also asked survey respondents how often assessment takes place, and 
most educators and administrators told us that it commonly occurs twice (27%) or three times 
(22%) per year.
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Figure 9 - How often are students currently screened for reading difficulties, educator and administrator 
survey respondents

When we asked educator and administrator survey respondents what screening tools are 
currently used in Manitoba schools, the most common responses were the Benchmark 
Assessment System (BAS), Running Records, and PM Benchmarks.  This is significant given 
concerns that these tools do not constitute valid and reliable early screeners,60  which is a 
concern we heard repeatedly during our public consultations and stakeholder engagements.  
During our Winnipeg consultation, one parent shared that they were repeatedly told their 
student was meeting benchmarks using the Running Records system but was later diagnosed 
with dyslexia.  According to the parent, the student used context cues and memorization 
during these assessments, which caused their diagnosis to be missed until Grade 5.

When we asked educator and administrator respondents to what extent they agree or disagree 
that the current screening tools used in Manitoba schools are effective, 45% somewhat or 
strongly disagreed, while 40% somewhat or strongly agreed.

Figure 10 - To what extent do you agree or disagree that the assessment tools currently used to identify 
reading difficulties are effective, educator and administrator survey respondents
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Educator and administrator survey respondents expressed differing perspectives on the 
purpose, function and importance of universal early screening. One respondent told us, 
“Screening is necessary for appropriate planning for instruction (differentiation) and for 
monitoring progress. It allows us to make appropriate [response to intervention] decisions.”  
Another respondent noted, “Short, efficient, high-quality assessment tools allow teachers to 
clearly see progress and celebration, and ongoing areas of challenge.”

Other educator and administrator survey respondents expressed hesitancy about early 
screening.  For example, one educator respondent stated, “The use of the word ‘screening’ in 
this survey is misleading and demonstrates bias. It implies one kind of ‘treatment’ which is 
problematic in a system of professionals who make decisions about individual students based 
on their training, education, experiences.”  Another educator respondent told us, “One tool 
cannot identify all children’s strengths and needs. Teachers need to be able to make assessment 
decisions using their professional judgment about what they need to learn more about for 
a particular student. Using one tool may lead to using another tool which has a different 
purpose.” Another respondent advised that a focus on literacy may be ill placed: “In my work 
situation, I often encounter students whose basic needs are not being met. Some come to 
school with no housing or food security. Many are coming as brand-new arrivals to Canada. In 
both of these situations, student (and parent) concerns go far beyond their ability or inability to 
read.”

What is clear from the information we gathered through our special project is that there is an 
inconsistent understanding of what constitutes early screening, its purpose, and its alignment 
with UDL principles in Manitoba schools. Survey respondents provided highly inconclusive 
answers on whether or not screening is taking place in primary grades in Manitoba. Similarly, 
there was no consensus from survey respondents on when screening occurs. This, coupled 
with the fact that many of the screeners identified by respondents were not actually screeners, 
leads us to the finding that the current picture of screening use in Manitoba is unclear and 
inconsistent at best. 

Ministerial Directive on Universal Early Screening

It is important to note that in April 2025, Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning 
announced a Ministerial Directive on early screening for Manitoba schools.  The Directive 
builds upon guidance in Manitoba’s Guiding Principles for a Comprehensive Approach to Reading 
Instruction in Manitoba, as well as the Standards for Appropriate Educational Planning, both of 
which highlight the importance of early screening and detection of learning needs.
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The Ministerial Directive requires that school divisions revise and renew their early identification 
and assessment policies. These policies must include clear guidelines for the universal 
implementation of one or more evidence-based early reading screening tools for students 
in kindergarten to Grade 4 as a component of a consistent and regular reading assessment 
process.  The update to divisional policies must be completed by September 1, 2026.  The 
Minister noted that early screening processes should consider the following:

•	 All kindergarten to Grade 4 students must be screened for reading using an evidence-
based tool at least twice a year for three years. The second screening is optional for 
students who meet the benchmark in the first screening in a given year.

•	 Screening should take place in early fall of each school year to ensure students have 
access to developmentally appropriate literacy instruction and tiered supports as soon 
as possible.  An optional second screening should take place before March 31st to 
provide sufficient time for ongoing targeted intervention.

•	 The selected reading tools must be evidence-based, statistically reliable, valid, and 
predictive of students who may be at risk for future reading difficulties, and they must 
provide the ability to monitor progress. 

•	 The selected reading tools should focus on specific, developmentally appropriate 
reading skills (for example, identifying letters, sounds and their relationships, decoding 
words, and reading text).

•	 The selected reading tools must be uniformly and consistently used across all schools 
within a school division.

•	 The selected reading tools should consider the language of instruction and the needs 
of students, including those learning American Sign Language, English as an additional 
language, etc.

•	 Beginning in fall of 2027, the collection of early screening data will be reported annually 
in the K to 12 Framework for Continuous Improvement Report.

•	 The results of early reading screening are to be communicated to parents and caregivers 
within the first and second term reporting period each school year.

The Ministerial Directive marks an important step in the advancement of universal early 
screening in Manitoba.  While this is significant for securing a human rights-based approach 
to reading instruction, the Commission heard about some measures that could strengthen 
the implementation of the Directive. We note that, throughout our public engagements, we 
heard concerns that some educators and administrators may not be familiar with the structure, 
purpose and function of an early screener.  This was particularly emphasized during our survey 
results, given that when we asked educators and administrators what early screeners are used 
in Manitoba schools, many of the tools they identified do not meet the criteria of a universal, 
evidence-based early screener.  As such, the roll out of the Directive should be accompanied by 
strong professional development, to ensure that both administrators and educators understand 
what constitutes early screening – particularly as they select screening tools and design 
screening procedures and policies. 
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The Commission also heard about the importance of ensuring that screening tools are used 
appropriately and in accordance with their established parameters.  For example, by repeating 
a screening two to three times, as required by the tool’s protocol, or by ensuring that any time-
based measures associated with the screening are followed accurately (i.e. where screening 
questions must be answered within a specific time period). During our public consultation 
meetings, we also heard accounts of screening being used outside of its required protocols and 
therefore failing to catch struggling readers who require intervention.  As such, it is critical that 
educators be supported with strong professional development to ensure that the Ministerial 
Directive is effective.

Finally, the Commission heard repeatedly that early screening is only useful if educators use 
screening data to inform instructional strategies.  During our public consultation meetings, 
many stakeholders expressed concern that even with the Ministerial Directive in place, there 
continues to be a missing link between screening outcomes and what happens next. Screening 
is not a standalone practice – it is an important link in a chain of events to set students up for 
the best possible success in learning to read. Once a screening has been administered, the 
data or information from that screening must be appropriately interpreted and used to inform 
teaching practice, including focused instruction and intervention for some students as required. 
Many participants we spoke with, particularly clinicians and educators, noted that making the 
link between screening and turning data into action will take time, training, and support for 
educators, parents/caregivers, and students alike. We heard from educators that there is a lot 
of pressure to improve outcomes once an educator receives poor screening outcomes. We also 
heard that more support and guidance will be required, particularly for educators who have not 
used evidence-based screeners previously, educators who have not received training on their 
use, and educators who have not received training on how to interpret their data, to ensure that 
they have the tools necessary to see this information as a helpful resource, rather than a source 
of frustration and overwhelm. 

Psycho-educational Assessments

A psycho-educational assessment is a comprehensive evaluation conducted by a psychologist 
to assess an individual’s cognitive and academic abilities. The primary purpose of a psycho-
educational assessment is to investigate the nature of the individual’s challenges so that 
informed decisions regarding appropriate educational programming, interventions and 
accommodations can be made.

In its 2022 Position Statement, the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) 
recognizes that the purpose of a psycho-educational assessment is (a) to investigate why a 
student has difficulty achieving in the classroom despite high-quality core instruction, and (b) 
to make recommendations for effective, evidence-based intervention.”61, 62  In their position 
statement on the identification of students with specific learning disabilities, NASP notes that 
comprehensive assessment is essential when high-quality instruction and evidence-based 
interventions do not meet a student’s needs and a learning disability is suspected.63
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NASP notes the particular importance of providing students with high-quality instruction and 
interventions prior to identifying a specific learning disability in order to prevent students from 
being identified as having a specific learning disability because of ineffective or inconsistent 
instruction.64 NASP further notes that assessment approaches should reduce, with the goal of 
eliminating, disproportional identification of students of color, English language learners, and 
economically disadvantaged students as having a specific learning disability:

“Professionals involved in eligibility determination must understand the implications of 
culture and language, demonstrate awareness of their own biases and expertise, and 
seek consultation with more experienced colleagues when necessary. Use of multiple 
data points, including a comprehensive psychosocial history and data from problem-
solving frameworks, is of particular importance when assessing minoritized populations. 
Culturally appropriate tools and norms should be used, including local norms when 
appropriate. Meaningful opportunities should be provided for engagement and 
participation of culturally and linguistically diverse families in the evaluation process.” 65

NASP also highlights a number of effective methods used in the identification of specific 
learning disabilities, including the response to intervention and the patterns of strengths 
and weaknesses methods.  NASP strongly recommends the discontinuance of the Aptitude-
Achievement Discrepancy approach because of its persistent over reliance on cut-off scores.66   
Concerns with the discrepancy approach are also highlighted by the Canadian Paediatric 
Society (“CPS”) in its Practice Statement entitled “Evaluating and Caring for Children with 
a Suspected Learning Disorder in Community Practice”:  “Historically, a learning disability 
could be diagnosed when there was a significant gap between an individual’s cognitive 
performance on IQ testing and their academic achievement scores. This model created a ‘wait 
to fail’ approach that has now been replaced by a ‘response to intervention’ (RTI) or multi-tiered 
support approach.”67   As noted by the CPS, for students who continue to experience learning 
difficulties despite interventions, a psycho-educational assessment is critical for characterizing 
the particular learning concerns and facilitating a formal diagnosis.  A psycho-educational 
assessment may include a review of the student’s academic achievement as well as measures of 
their cognitive abilities, adaptive and executive functioning skills.68

Psycho-educational assessments in Manitoba

Through our surveys and targeted stakeholder consultations, we heard about the challenges 
that Manitobans experience in accessing psycho-educational assessments through Manitoba 
schools.  This is not an issue specific to Manitoba; indeed, the CPS highlighted that timely 
access to psycho-educational assessments through the public health and school systems 
is problematic across Canada.69  Notwithstanding that this is a national concern, we heard 
repeatedly about the specific challenges that Manitobans experience.

Through our survey, we asked student, parent and family member respondents whether their 
student underwent a psycho-educational assessment.  The highest percentage of respondents 
told us that the student received an assessment but not through the school (32%).  
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Figure 11, Did the student receive a psycho-educational assessment, parent and family survey respondents

When we asked parent and family survey respondents why the school did not provide the 
assessment, the majority of respondents told us it was because the wait list was too long 
(44%).  We also heard from a number of respondents that the school declined to provide an 
assessment (29%), and some respondents listed the reason as “other” (26%).

Educator and administrator survey respondents also identified significant barriers associated 
with access to psycho-educational assessments.  When we asked whether students who require 
access to a psycho-educational assessment receive one, 29.1% of respondents indicated “some 
students,” while 44.1% of respondents indicated “few students.”
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Figure 12, To what extent do students with reading difficulties currently receive psycho-educational 
assessments through their school, educator and administrator survey respondents (%)

We also asked educator and administrator survey respondents about the timeliness of access 
to assessment, and the highest percentage of respondents (36.2%) told us that few students 
have access to timely respondents, followed by 27% of respondents who told us that some 
students have timely access to a psycho-educational assessment.  Educator and administrator 
respondents told us that there are not enough school psychologists to meet demand, and that 
age-based eligibility criteria limits access – for example: “Our division will not look at a student 
until they are 8. That is too late!”  Many educators told us that middle years students, or students 
with behavioural concerns are often prioritized – for example: “In my experience, it’s easy to get 
one for middle years students. In early years, I’ve heard many stories of schools waiting until 
students are in grades 3 or 4 to make a referral for a psycho-educational assessment. That’s 
too late to begin receiving appropriate reading instruction,” and “Because of a small amount of 
psychologists in the system and the growing overall needs it is not possible to meet the current 
demands. Often students with a possible [specific learning disorder] are determined to be a 
lower priority as a result.”

We heard from a school psychologist who told us, “I’m a school psych so I know how long to 
[it] takes me to work through my waitlist. I’m at multiple schools with sometimes inappropriate 
work spaces, trying to work with children between their preferred activities and tasks their 
teachers don’t want them to miss. Parent consent and engagement in the assessment process is 
sometimes difficult as well.”  

During our public consultation meetings, we heard from a number of participants who 
were told by their school that their student would not be referred to a psycho-educational 
assessment before Grade 3.  This appears generally supported by our survey data, as when we 
asked parent and family respondents what grade the student was in when they were assessed, 
we were told Grade 3 (23%), followed by Grade 4 (18%), Grade 2 (17%) and Grade 5 (13%).  
This is noteworthy, as there is significant evidence to suggest that the early identification and 
support of students with reading difficulties is critical to bridge skill gaps.
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Figure 13, In what grade was the psycho-educational assessment done, parent and family survey 
respondents

While Grade 3 was reported as a common period of referral, we also heard from public 
consultation participants about a lack of clear or consistent guidance on when students are 
referred to assessment.  One parent told us, “I spoke with many officials to attempt to obtain a 
psycho-educational assessment for my son.  Some school officials told me that my son was too 
young to be referred in Grade 2, others said that he could be referred but it would be about 
two years before the assessment was completed.  Ultimately, we decided to obtain a private 
assessment.”

When we asked survey respondents to tell us the total cost of the private assessment, most 
indicated that it cost between $1600 and $3500.  

It is important to note that most parent and family survey respondents told us that they 
required a psycho-educational assessment for their student to receive accommodations (53%).  
Educator and administrator respondents also confirmed that a psycho-educational assessment 
is often required to receive accommodations or reading interventions.  This is concerning, given 
the delays in receiving psycho-educational assessments, as well as the barriers this may create 
for many students who cannot access private assessments due to the significant associated 
costs.
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Availability of Clinical Staff

Throughout our survey results and consultation meetings, we heard about the shortages in 
school psychologists in Manitoba and the impact this has on the availability of assessments.  
However, it is important to note that school psychologists play a much greater and more 
critical role beyond conducting assessments in our public education system.  As set out in the 
Canadian Psychological Association’s Professional Practice Guidelines for School Psychologists 
in Canada, school psychologists work in five key areas of intervention, including (1) student-
focused indirect interventions, including program planning and teacher assistance, etc.; (2) 
student-focused direct interventions through assessment and therapy, etc.; (3) school-wide 
intervention supports including through the development and implementation of preventative 
programming, in-service education, identification of best practices, etc.; (4) systems-wide 
interventions, by carrying out screening processes, developing evaluation systems, designing 
intervention programming, engaging in advocacy, etc.; and (5) research.70  

Like school psychologists, speech-language pathologists also play a critical role in assessing 
and supporting students with reading disabilities and literacy development in Manitoba 
schools.  As set out in Speech-Language & Audiology Canada’s Position Paper on the Role 
of Speech-Language Pathologists in School-Based Literacy, speech-language pathologists 
receive graduate level training in literacy and its precursor skills and are experts in supporting 
prevention, screening, identification and intervention for literacy and other language-
based difficulties.  They are positioned to support both direct and indirect student-specific 
interventions, along with systems-wide program planning, development, implementation and 
review.71  Along with educators, reading clinicians, resource teachers, school psychologists 
and others, speech-language pathologists are a crucial part of the interdisciplinary team that 
helps support the effective implementation of a multi-tiered system of supports for reading 
instruction.

While clinical staff such as speech-language pathologists and school psychologists are 
necessary for effective and inclusive responses – particularly as it relates to reading instruction 
– we heard consistently during our public consultations that we do not currently have enough 
clinical staff support in Manitoba schools.  Insufficient clinical resourcing was also a finding 
of the Manitoba Association of School Psychologists 2025 Report entitled School Psychology 
in Manitoba: Student Ratios and Current Practices.  The Report finds a significant disparity in 
school psychologist-to-student ratios across Manitoba’s regions, with an overall ratio of 1:1652.  
The Northern/Remote region exhibited the highest ratio at 1:2526.72
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The Report also finds that high caseloads impact the ability of school psychologists to support 
Manitoba students:

“The elevated ratio in Manitoba, especially in Northern and remote areas, impacts 
the ability of school psychologists to deliver comprehensive services, potentially 
exacerbating student needs and increasing long-term demands on mental health 
systems. Concerns about limited access, particularly for Indigenous communities, echo 
previous findings and highlight the need for psychologists to adhere to the [Canadian 
Psychological Association’s] response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 
recommendations. Recent reports from Ontario indicate that high caseloads hinder 
psychologists from engaging in broader system-wide interventions, with many 
focusing primarily on assessments due to high student ratios. As school psychologists 
in Manitoba face escalating demands for specialized assessments tied to new 
guidelines for modification and individualized programming, their capacity to deliver 
comprehensive services diminishes. This shortage limits meaningful connections with 
students and families, impacting the overall effectiveness of support provided.”

Current caseloads also exceed the recommended ratios of both the NASP and the Canadian 
Psychological Association, which suggest a practice a ratio of one school psychologist to 500 
– 1000 students.73  The Manitoba Association of School Psychologists’ findings support the 
perspectives we heard throughout our consultations which suggest that Manitoba schools 
require improved access to clinical services to support effective reading skill development.

Other Assessments

In addition to early universal screening, a comprehensive approach to assessment should 
include other forms of assessment including diagnostic, progress monitoring and summative 
assessments.  A diagnostic assessment is a longer, more in-depth assessment that is designed 
to provide educators with more in-depth information about an at-risk student’s reading 
skills.74  Diagnostic assessments enable teachers to differentiate classroom instruction and plan 
effective, targeted interventions.  

By contrast, progress monitoring assessments give educators critical information about 
how students are responding to instruction. Progress monitoring data is usually graphed so 
student growth can be visually analyzed against an aimline, i.e. tracking their progress against 
a benchmark goal.75  Progress monitoring assessments are usually very brief and may occur 
weekly or biweekly, particularly for students experiencing reading difficulties.76 
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Finally, summative assessments, or outcome assessments, are assessments of learning and 
help educators identify if their instruction is effective.77  These assessments are typically 
comprehensive assessments that measure student proficiency in provincial curriculum 
expectations.78  Outcome assessments often occur at the end of a period of learning, including 
a unit of study, a term, or a school year, for example.

Recommendations
 
While Manitoba has taken recent steps to strengthen early screening in Manitoba, further 
action is required to ensure the implementation of a comprehensive approach to assessment 
that supports a multi-tiered approach to reading instruction.  Moreover, it is suggested that 
Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning and key stakeholders work together to 
improve access to professional assessments and clinical resources.

1.	 While early screening is a critical step forward, an effective multi-tiered system of supports 
framework requires a comprehensive approach to assessment. This includes early screening, 
diagnostic assessment, progress monitoring, summative assessments and professional 
assessments.  To develop capacity in effective assessment, it is recommended that Manitoba 
Education and Early Childhood Learning work with external experts in both assessment 
practices and direct, explicit, systematic reading instruction to develop curricular guidance 
that supports a comprehensive approach to assessment.  This guidance should build 
upon the Ministerial Directive and outline the purpose of different forms of assessment, 
what constitutes effective assessment practices (including early screening), and how to 
implement assessment processes. 

2.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should work with key stakeholders, 
including the Manitoba Teachers’ Society and external experts, to provide ongoing 
opportunities for job-embedded professional development in comprehensive assessment 
that is evidence-based and responsive to developments in research. 

3.	 To support the implementation of universal early screening, Manitoba Education and 
Early Childhood Learning should work with key stakeholders and external experts to 
provide opportunities for job-embedded professional development in early screening 
practices.  Some areas for potential focus include: the selection of a screening tool, the 
implementation of screening practices, the interpretation and use of screening data to 
inform instruction, supporting students who are identified as at risk, the role of clinical staff 
in supporting effective screening, how to communicate with students, parents/caregivers 
and families about screening results, etc. 

4.	 In addition to professional development opportunities for in-service teachers, Manitoba’s 
faculties of education should ensure that teacher education programs provide pre-service 
teachers with the knowledge, skills and abilities to facilitate early screening in reading, as 
well as other forms of assessment to support the development of foundational reading 
skills.
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5.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should monitor and evaluate the 
effectiveness of the 2025/26 pilot year in universal screening and ensure that any 
improvements are implemented before universal screening is required by all school 
divisions in the 2026/27 school year.

6.	 We heard consistently about the challenges in obtaining psycho-educational assessments 
in Manitoba, and the equity-related barriers this creates for students who cannot afford 
to obtain private assessments.  We also heard about the inconsistencies and lack of clarity 
around when students should and can be referred for assessment. To support improved 
access to psycho-educational assessment, Manitoba Education and Early Childhood 
Learning and school divisions should work together to develop a strategy to address 
shortages in school psychologists, speech-language pathologists and other clinical 
supports, particularly in Northern and remote areas of Manitoba, as well as to manage 
existing wait lists.  This should include a review of the provision of funding to school 
divisions for clinical support staff.  The Commission is mindful of the Manitoba School 
Boards Association’s 2025 resolution to examine the way that health and social services 
that are delivered to students are funded.79 As such, this issue requires a more systemic 
review that includes officials from Manitoba Health, Seniors and Long-Term Care, as well as 
Manitoba Families.

7.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, school divisions and practitioners 
should work together to ensure that current assessment practices conform with best 
practice.  This includes discontinuing the use of Aptitude-Achievement Discrepancy 
methods in the identification of learning disabilities.  Any policy guidance or professional 
standards that suggest the use of this assessment method should be reviewed.

8.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning and school divisions should work with 
external experts to ensure a consistent and effective approach for students across Manitoba 
who require referral for psycho-educational assessments.  This approach should also apply 
to students learning in French and students learning English as an additional language.  
The approach should outline the process and criteria for referral and should consider the 
following principles:
•	 After a period of classroom instruction and early evidence-based intervention, any 

young student who has not responded appropriately (based on measures of word 
and/or non-word-reading accuracy and/or fluency and text-reading fluency and 
comprehension) should be referred for a psycho-educational assessment. This includes 
students in later Grade 1 and in Grade 2.

•	 Older students (beyond Grade 2) who have difficulties in word-reading accuracy and 
fluency should be referred for assessment immediately. 

•	 All students should receive more intensive, evidence-based interventions while they are 
waiting to be assessed. 

•	 Speech-language pathologists should be a resource for assessments for all students with 
reading difficulties, particularly when there are concerns about language development 
and to help determine if a student has a language disorder.
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•	 A psycho-educational assessment must not be required in order to receive accommodations 
or interventions for reading difficulties. 

•	 Criteria for referral should account for the risk of bias in the referral process, particularly 
for students who are culturally and linguistically diverse, Indigenous and other racialized 
students or students who experience economic disadvantage. 

9.	 School divisions should ensure students, parents/caregivers and families have access to 
information about psycho-educational assessment eligibility and referral procedures, and 
should ensure transparency related to wait lists and periods, etc.

10.	School divisions should regularly assess whether students from Code-protected groups are 
receiving equal access to professional assessments.
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“Accommodations are my son’s life jacket 
for all his years of learning. In high school 
they are truly a life preserver. He can grow 
his confidence knowing he is intelligent and 
can succeed and reach all his goals.”
-	 Parent Survey Respondent 

“Once she had someone help her with 
reading assignments...and scribing answers, 
she was able to show the teachers what she 
knew, especially in content area courses 
which improved her attitude and allowed 
the teachers to recognize that she was a 
capable student. The confidence helped 
to push herself to try harder to learn the 
intervention strategies.”
-	 Parent Survey Respondent
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Accommodation
In addition to a curriculum that builds upon principles of UDL and offers a multi-tiered 
approach to instruction, the Commission recognizes that some students with reading 
difficulties, including students with disabilities like dyslexia, developmental language disorder 
and other disabilities that impact their ability to read, may still face barriers to education. The 
Code requires that schools take steps to ensure these students have equity of opportunity and 
outcome, by accommodating them to the point of undue hardship.  

Reasonable Accommodation under the Code 

The Code prohibits discrimination, which includes failing to reasonably accommodate a 
person’s needs that are based on a protected characteristic. Under The Code, employers, service 
providers, and housing providers have a legal duty to reasonably accommodate the disability-
related needs of individuals who are adversely affected by a requirement, rule or standard. 
Accommodation is necessary to ensure that people with disabilities have equal opportunities, 
access and benefits. Employment, services, and housing facilities should be designed inclusively 
and must be adapted as needed to accommodate the needs of a person with a disability in a 
way that promotes integration and full participation. 

Education is a service and, just like physical spaces, education must be designed to be 
accessible to all learners. All duty bearers under The Code – including employers, service 
providers, and housing providers – are required to reasonably accommodate people with 
disabilities and their related needs to the point of undue hardship. It is not sufficient to make 
a claim of undue hardship without actual evidence to support it, or by relying on anecdotal 
or impressionistic assumptions about why a person’s needs could not be reasonably met. 
Reasonable accommodation has both procedural and substantive components. This means 
that, when assessing whether accommodation has been reasonably provided, the Commission 
considers both the process that was used (how accommodations were explored and offered, 
whether the individual requiring them was able to participate in that process, etc.) and the 
substance of the accommodations offered (the actual accommodation measures put in place 
and whether it was reasonable in the context). In any case, the duty bearer is responsible for 
demonstrating what considerations were made and what steps were taken to accommodate 
the individual to the point of undue hardship. 
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Reasonable accommodation is informed by three key principles: respect for dignity, 
individualization, as well as integration and full participation. 

Respect for Dignity 

Accommodation must be provided in the way that most respects the dignity of the person. 
Human dignity encompasses individual self-respect, self-worth and inherent worth as a human 
being. Human dignity is harmed when people are marginalized, stigmatized, ignored or 
devalued.

Respect for dignity includes being considered as a whole person, not merely in relation to 
one’s disability. It includes respecting and valuing the perspectives of people with disabilities, 
particularly when people speak about their own experiences. 

Respect and support for a person’s self-determination is also crucial to respecting human 
dignity. It reflects a person’s right to be treated without paternalism and requires minimal 
interference in their choices. 

Individualization 

There is no “one-size-fits-all” approach to accommodation. Everyone’s needs are unique and 
must be considered afresh when an accommodation request is made. A solution that meets 
one person’s requirements may not meet another’s, although some accommodations can 
benefit others with similar needs. 

Integration and Full Participation 

Achieving integration and full participation requires barrier-free, inclusive design and the 
removal of existing disabling barriers. Preventing and removing barriers means all persons 
should have access to their environment with dignity and without impediment. 

The accommodation process also requires all parties to engage in meaningful dialogue and 
to work together respectfully towards solutions. In finding a reasonable accommodation, all 
parties carry responsibilities – this includes the individuals requesting and responding to the 
request for accommodation, as well as other stakeholders or supporters. Accommodation is 
a multi-party process that requires open and accessible communication between all involved 
parties.
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Accommodation in Manitoba schools

The delivery of education in Manitoba is governed by The Public Schools Act and The Education 
Administration Act, and their Regulations. The activities of public schools are also subject 
to the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms80  (“the Charter”) and the Code, as outlined 
above. Section 15 of the Charter guarantees equality for all Canadians before and under the 
law, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age, or 
mental or physical disability.81 

The Public Schools Act’s Appropriate Educational Programming Regulation, M.R. 155/2005 sets 
out the procedures, standards and obligations of all duty bearers in the education system with 
respect to accommodation in Manitoba schools.  The Regulation recognizes that Manitoba’s 
education system must be accessible to all.  The Standards for Appropriate Educational 
Programming in Manitoba (“Standards”) set out that school boards are required to provide each 
resident and enrolled student with adequate school accommodation, and they are required to 
provide access to appropriate educational programming for all students within their schools. 
Appropriate educational programming for most students is the provincial curriculum, however 
there are some students who may require additional supports to access the curriculum.  
The Standards further acknowledge that a small number of students may require highly 
individualized learning outcomes in addition to or instead of the provincial curriculum.82 

The Standards set out principles and responsibilities in a number of areas, including policy 
setting, universal design, early identification and assessment, discipline, coordinated services 
and professional support. The Standards are premised on Manitoba’s philosophy of inclusion, 
namely that:

“Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning is committed to fostering inclusion 
for all people. Inclusion is a way of thinking and acting that allows every individual to 
feel accepted, valued, and safe. An inclusive community consciously evolves to meet 
the changing needs of its members. Through recognition and support, an inclusive 
community provides meaningful involvement and equal access to the benefits of 
citizenship. In Manitoba, we embrace inclusion as a means of enhancing the well-being 
of every member of the community. By working together, we strengthen our capacity to 
provide the foundation for a richer future for all of us.”83

The Standards rely upon the Commission’s definition of accommodation, namely that 
accommodation is about “identifying, preventing, and removing barriers that impede students 
from participating fully in an educational environment that is responsive to their unique 
circumstances.  Accommodations include adaptations to instructional and assessment 
practices to support student learning”, however it is important to note that provincial curricular 
expectations do not change when a student is accommodated.84 
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By contrast, a modification involves changing or removing provincial expected learning 
outcomes in response to students’ needs.85   Learning modifications are documented in a 
student-specific plan.  Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning’s Modification and 
Individualized Programming guideline sets out the requirements that schools must adhere to 
when modifying or individualizing a student learning plan.86 

While the Standards set out a robust vision for accommodation practice in Manitoba’s schools, 
during this project, the Commission heard concerns from numerous stakeholders about the 
procedure and substance of accommodation measures as they relate to reading disabilities.  

Accommodation measures for reading disabilities

Throughout the course of the Commission’s public consultations and engagements, we learned 
about the different types of accommodation measures that students with reading disabilities 
may require during their studies.  Of our student survey respondents, 23% indicated that 
they required an accommodation, while the parent and family member survey respondents 
indicated that 57% of their students required an accommodation. When we asked the student, 
parent and family member survey respondents what types of accommodation measures they 
currently or previously required during their kindergarten to Grade 12 schooling, they indicated 
the following:

•	 Extra time for assignments 
•	 Assistive devices (such as a computer, tablet, iPad, Smartphone, etc.)
•	 Assistive software (such as screen readers, text-to-speech or speech-to-text, etc.)
•	 Audiobooks
•	 Assistive services (such as a note-taker, reader, etc.)
•	 Other

Figure 14, Did the student received a psycho-educational assessment, student, parent and family survey 
respondents
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Many of the accommodations listed above are forms of assistive technology.  Assistive 
technology can help students with learning disabilities by increasing their sense of self-reliance 
and independence, allowing them to capitalize on their strengths and avoid areas of difficulty.87   
For example, a student who has difficulty reading, or reading quickly, but has strong listening 
skills might benefit from access to audiobooks.  While assistive technology can be helpful to a 
student, it does not replace reading instruction.  In other words, students should continue to 
receive instruction to help them build their reading skills while accessing assistive technology 
and other forms of accommodation. If assistive technology is used, it must be done so with the 
principles of reasonable accommodation in mind: respect for dignity, individualization, and 
integration and full participation. 
   
It is important to note that given the diversity of experiences with reading disabilities, it is not 
possible to standardize accommodation supports.88  Rather, the types of accommodations 
provided to a student must be based on their individual needs.

There is a growing body of research assessing the effectiveness of many of these forms of 
accommodation in supporting the learning of students with reading disabilities, including 
providing extra time for tests and assignments,89 reading aloud to a student,90 and enlarged text 
and eReaders.91  However, researchers have also noted that further assessment is required of 
the effectiveness of accommodations in supporting reading development.

Barriers to Accommodation in Manitoba - Perspectives from Students, Parents and 
Families

Throughout our consultations, we also heard extensively about the barriers that Manitoba 
students face when accessing accommodations related to their reading disabilities.  

Student, parent and family respondents repeatedly told us of their difficulty accessing 
accommodations due to challenges obtaining medical information or specialized assessments.  
One respondent stated, “We were not able to get accommodations until there was a diagnosis 
and recommendations from the psychologist. We were not able to get an assessment from the 
school board psychologist and had to pursue it privately.”  

We heard countless stories from students, parents and 
families that they spent significant amounts of time 
and energy advocating for their student to receive 
accommodation and/or an individualized education plan.

One student survey respondent stated, “It took a very long 
time and a lot of conversation with the school to get any 
help or anything done.” Another parent survey respondent 
shared, “This has been an ongoing battle for my child’s 
entire school career. It is exhausting and difficult to deal 
with for both the parents and the child.”

“Exhausting”, “Despairing”, 
“Too Late”, “Advocate”, “Fight”, 
“No Transparency”, “Beg”, 
“Humiliating”, “Painful”,
“Wait and see approach” 
– Parent and family survey 
respondents
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Our survey data also suggests that most students, parents and families only received 
accommodation when they asked for it or have not received accommodation even though they 
requested it.

Figure 15, Did the student receive any accommodation, parent and family survey respondents
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We also heard that staffing shortages may limit student access to educational assistants, or that 
students are not given consistent access to the same educational assistants, which impacts 
their access to accommodation.  One respondent stated, “The EA position is not assigned 
in timely manner. EAs must have a relationship with the student that establishes trust and 
communication patterns that include the parent. For a period [our son] had an excellent EA and 
flourished. [High school] has not been able to provide a consistent EA with established trust. 
I’m told informally as well that the [school division] does not allow EAs to remain with their 
students throughout their years at school.” 

In some cases, attitudinal barriers have prevented student access to accommodations.  Some 
students and parents reported being told by teaching staff that the accommodation measures 
set out in their individualized education plan amounted to “cheating” or unfair advantage, 
or would lead to all students requesting the accommodation measure.  One parent survey 
respondent stated, “Several (most) of the teachers thought that the required accommodations 
corresponded to cheating, and we constantly had to argue with the teaching staff.”  

We also heard from some students and parents that there was a reluctance by school staff to 
acknowledge dyslexia and other reading disabilities, leading to a lack of access to effective 
accommodation.  During one of our public consultations, one parent reported, “the teacher 
took me aside and told me ‘I think your child has something called dyslexia, but do not tell 
them I told you this.’ There is power in knowing – we wish people wouldn’t treat dyslexia like it’s 
a bad word.”

Finally, we heard that some students were told by their teacher that the accommodation 
measures stipulated in their IEP were contrary to the teacher’s teaching philosophy.  We also 
heard from students that using their accommodations – such as assistive technology, and/
or being removed from their regular classes to attend one-on-one support – felt stigmatizing, 
ultimately leading to feelings of isolation, ostracization or bullying from their peers.  One parent 
survey respondent stated, “Older children don’t like to be singled out and leave the room for 
tests. My son just wanted to fit in and was embarrassed to have to go to the resource room for 
support. If he had been given appropriate intervention early in elementary school, and learned 
to read and write fluently, he likely would not have needed many, if any accommodations.”

We also heard that in some cases, parents and students are left feeling as though there is an 
unofficial hierarchy of disability in their schools, with their children’s needs falling behind those 
of other children with disabilities.  One parent survey respondent stated, “We’ve been told that 
she’s too young [to get assessed], and we were told oh she’s not a huge behaviour problem so 
she’s just too far down the list to get a psycho education [assessment]. Finally we opted to have 
her privately tested.”  Another parent survey respondent stated some kids are perceived as “not 
disabled enough for additional supports.”
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Other parents and students reported disconnections in communication between resource 
staff, classroom teachers and clinical supports regarding individualized education plans, which 
impacted the efficacy of accommodations.  One parent survey respondent remarked, “None 
of the recommendations from the [speech-language pathologist] assessment have been 
followed.”  Other students and parents have told us that they often experience disconnects 
between what the resource teacher has suggested as an accommodation and what takes place 
in the classroom.

We heard from many parents and families that they struggle to pursue informal and formal 
dispute resolution processes to resolve accommodation-related concerns and fear reprisal 
for making complaints about the accommodation process.   We heard from many parents 
and families that they struggle to pursue informal and formal dispute resolution processes to 
resolve accommodation-related concerns, due to factors such as confusion about the process, 
limited time or resources, etc.  They also reported that they fear reprisal for making complaints 
about the accommodation process.

We also heard that teacher, grade-level and school transitions can present significant 
challenges for students requiring accommodation.  During one consultation meeting, a 
parent highlighted the significant stress that is created for families when a school transition 
occurs because the system does not provide for a seamless transfer of information about 
accommodation needs.  One parent noted that they took a leave of absence from work to help 
support their child during the transition from their elementary to a middle years school, noting 
that it required considerable time and advocacy on their part to ensure accommodations were 
in place.  Another parent survey respondent stated, “Every year I had to re educate the new 
teachers on my daughters needs and had to push that they were followed.”  We also heard from 
a parent survey respondent who said, “Every year just to receive the directions need[s] several 
meetings with the school.”

The Commission is mindful that students may experience increased challenges in accessing 
meaningful accommodations when there are intersecting needs and identities.  We heard 
repeatedly that access to accommodations depends upon strong parental advocacy and 
resources.  As such, students who lack access to this type of support may experience increased 
barriers in gaining access to accommodations.  

We also heard that many parents and families were required to pay out of pocket for private 
tutoring support or for costly specialized assessments to access accommodations because 
their student could not access the measures needed in school.  This will negatively impact the 
experiences of students living in poverty.  Throughout this project we also heard consistently 
about the challenges that students living outside of major urban centres face in gaining access 
to timely accommodations, due to the limited availability of resources and programming 
supports.
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Barriers to Accommodation in Manitoba - Perspectives from Educators and 
Administrators

In our surveys, we also asked educators and administrators about their perceptions of the 
accommodations process in schools.  We heard from educator and administrator respondents 
that only some or few students who need accommodation receive it.  Some educators and 
administrators also expressed to us that those students who receive accommodation are not 
likely to receive an accommodation that meets their needs, or receive accommodation in a 
timely manner. We also heard concerns from educators and administrators about students 
receiving inconsistent access to accommodation.

Figure 16, To what extent do students with reading difficulties currently receive accommodations through 
their school, educator and administrator survey respondents (%)

We heard that the accommodation process is often challenged by a lack of time, funding 
and staffing resources.  One educator survey respondent stated, “Too many students 
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implementing a reading intervention has to take minimal time [because] we are overwhelmed.” 
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We also heard from educator and administrator respondents that they do not always have the 
knowledge, skill, time or resources to effectively use assistive technology.  One educator noted, 
“Assistive technology is often complicated to use and is not easily adopted by students.”  

Many educator and administrator survey respondents told us that resource teachers are 
stretched beyond their capacity, and that there are insufficient clinical supports, such as 
speech-language pathologists, reading clinicians, school psychologists and educational 
assistants.  One survey respondent stated, “There is a long wait list to get students in to see the 
child psychologist and other professionals, their caseloads are huge and more could be done 
to make it easier for them and make it faster for kids waiting for assessments.”  Another survey 
respondent stated, “Unfortunately, speech language pathologists have been consulted less 
as our positions have been reduced within buildings therefore the school team have fewer 
opportunities to have access to our supports. We should be consulted immediately to provide 
assessments and supports as an irreputable body of research supports early identification and 
intervention.”

We also heard about attitudinal barriers during our education and administrator survey 
results.  Some educators noted that the use of accommodation measures can be stigmatizing 
for students and can impact the uptake and efficacy of the accommodation.  We also heard 
that some teachers do not understand the principles surrounding accommodation, the role of 
clinicians in supporting accommodations, or have limited knowledge of reading disabilities, 
foundational reading skills or teaching reading through a direct, explicit and structured 
approach.

We heard about the considerable amount of pressure placed on classroom teachers to meet 
diverse student needs.  For example, one survey respondent stated, “the biggest challenge 
is being able to adapt to all students in your classroom as every group has a wide variety of 
needs. It can be difficult to implement accommodations that meet everyone’s needs.”  Another 
respondent stated, “required accommodations (ones that go beyond extra time or the use of 
assistive technologies) can add significantly to teacher workload. We truly want to support our 
students, but there are only so many hours in the day.”  Classroom teachers in small schools and 
divisions may find supporting accommodations particularly challenging given that they play 
multiple roles within the school.

We also heard that resource teachers face considerable challenges in performing their role.  
One survey respondent stated, “As the resource teacher I find it difficult to get the time to 
complete the paperwork necessary to get accommodations implemented in a timely fashion. 
This is often required at the beginning of the school year when the to do list is long. Plans must 
be made, sent home, signed and returned to school, filed and shared with all teachers. Ideally I 
would also have time to discuss these plans with students so they could understand what plans 
are in place to help support them. This last step rarely happens and the other steps are time 
consuming.”
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We additionally heard about the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on student 
accommodation needs. One survey respondent stated, “the needs in middle years classrooms 
post pandemic are now more spread out than ever. Reading levels are so far apart whole 
class instruction has become very challenging and small group instruction works but requires 
structures and smaller class sizes to be effective.”

Finally, we heard about confusion with respect to accommodation and the modification 
of learning outcomes. One educator respondent noted that some staff have “difficulty 
distinguishing between accommodations and modifications.”  Our educator and administrator 
survey data reflects this. We asked about whether modification is a step of last resort (i.e. 
whether it follows attempts at accommodation and intervention), and we heard that 
students are only “sometimes” receiving accommodations and interventions before learning 
expectations are modified. 

Figure 17, Modified learning expectations for students, educator and administrator survey respondents (%)
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Notwithstanding the handful of examples of effective approaches to accommodation, the 
Commission heard many accounts of the barriers that educators face in facilitating access to 
accommodation.  Many of these themes were reflected in the 2020 Report of the Commission 
on K-12 Education.  The Report specifically recognizes the challenges that children with dyslexia 
face in Manitoba’s education system:

“In the brief submitted by members of the Parent-Educator Partnership for Literary 
Achievement in Manitoba, they suggest that in some school divisions, dyslexia is neither 
recognized nor tangibly supported. Not only does this lack of recognition negatively 
impact student outcomes, but families who have dyslexic children are often left to 
source out, at their own expense, educational supports for their children so they may 
have the chance to succeed alongside their peers.”92 

The Report also calls for a number of changes to improve equity in Manitoba’s education 
system. This includes affirming the philosophy of inclusion as a fundamental principle of 
Manitoba’s education system, ensuring that teacher preparation programs and ongoing 
professional development reflect the philosophy of inclusion, enhancing collaboration 
to facilitate early identification and support of learning needs, strengthening the training 
requirements for educational assistants, reducing wait times for assessments, and 
implementing a standard reporting mechanism aligned with provincial report cards to improve 
communication with students, parents and families on progress in academic and non-academic 
domains.

Many of these recommendations were expanded upon by the Minister’s Advisory Council on 
Inclusive Education in its 2022 Report, On the Path to Inclusion in Manitoba’s K to 12 Education 
System: Supporting our Diverse Learners in Achieving their Full Potential.  The Report calls for 
improved awareness of Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning’s 2022 Standards 
for Appropriate Educational Programming, increased pre-service teacher education and 
professional development opportunities in inclusive education, greater classroom-level 
supports, and improved data literacy and access to classroom-based assessments and 
screeners.

Based on the data gathered during our survey and consultation process, many of these 
recommendations remain relevant today.
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Recommendations

While we heard some examples of teachers, educators and schools that are demonstrating 
effective approaches to accommodating students with reading disabilities, we heard 
overwhelmingly that the accommodation of students with reading disabilities in Manitoba’s K 
to 12 education system requires improvement.

1.	 As set out in the 2020 Report of the Commission on K-12 Education and the 2022 Report 
of the Minister’s Advisory Council on Inclusive Education, it is strongly recommended that 
Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning reaffirm its philosophy of inclusion as a 
fundamental principle of the education system in Manitoba:

•	 Working with relevant stakeholders including the universities’ Faculties of Education, the 
Manitoba Teachers’ Society, and others to enhance pre-service and in-service education 
for teachers on principles of inclusive education and accommodation, including but not 
limited to:
-	 the philosophy of inclusion 
-	 the diversity of learners and their learning needs and abilities 
-	 the standards for appropriate educational programming in Manitoba 
-	 inclusive classroom and school practices for all learners, including universal design, 

tiered and differentiated instruction, and adaptations 
-	 student-specific planning and implementation 
-	 timely and effective communication 
-	 trauma-informed practice

•	 Ensure meaningful and robust job-embedded training is available to all school 
leadership and employees, including superintendents, principals, clinicians, librarians, 
educational assistants and other relevant stakeholders on principles of inclusive 
education and accommodation, including but not limited to:
-	 the philosophy of inclusion 
-	 the diversity of learners and their learning needs and abilities 
-	 the standards for appropriate educational programming in Manitoba 
-	 inclusive classroom and school practices for all learners, including universal design, 

tiered and differentiated instruction, and adaptations 
-	 student-specific planning and implementation 
-	 timely and effective communication 
-	 trauma-informed practice

•	 Given the prevalence of reading difficulties and disabilities in Manitoba schools, 
Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, Faculties of Education in Manitoba’s 
universities, school divisions, and the Manitoba Teachers Society should ensure all pre-
service and in-service educators and support staff receive training on specific learning 
disorders, including dyslexia, dyscalculia and dysgraphia, as well as developmental 
language disorder.  See Recommendations:  How we teach students to read.



110

2.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should work with external experts to 
develop/update policy guidance and/or learning resources that address the key principles 
and steps associated with accommodating a reading disability, including the document 
entitled “Supporting Students with Reading Disabilities.”93   To ensure this guidance provides 
evidence-based instructional strategies, we strongly recommend that the document 
address the following:
•	 Clearly set out the role of accommodations within a comprehensive approach to 

teaching students to read, which includes early screening; systematic, explicit and 
direct instruction in word reading skills; tiered instruction; and evidence-based reading 
intervention programming.  It should also make it clear that accommodations are 
supplementary to, and not a substitution for, this broader approach.

•	 Students and parents should be provided with clear and accessible information on the 
right to equity and accommodation, the process for accommodation, responsibilities 
in the accommodation process, and how to address and resolve any disputes that may 
arise.

•	 Any accommodation plans developed for a student should consider the student’s 
individual needs (including any needs that arise from concurrent disabilities or 
intersecting needs), consider a range of possible accommodation options, and provide 
the accommodations that best serve the student’s needs without causing undue 
hardship.

•	 All accommodations must be documented in writing in a student-specific plan that is 
shared with the student and their parent or guardian.

•	 School divisions should seek out accommodation options that are supported by 
evidence of improving student performance.

•	 School divisions should ensure that a student’s access to interim accommodation 
measures is not delayed while the student awaits diagnosis or specialized assessment, 
or while they await the implementation of permanent accommodation solutions.  This is 
important to mitigate any impact on student learning and progress.

•	 School divisions should foster open communication and regularly dialogue with 
students, parents and other staff throughout the accommodation process.

•	 Ensure that educators have a strong understanding of the effective and appropriate use 
of assistive technology to support students with reading disabilities.

•	 Student-specific plans should be “living documents” and the accommodation measures 
set out in them should be regularly evaluated to ensure they are helping to improve the 
student’s learning experiences and performance.

•	 Ensure that educators have a strong understanding of the distinction between an 
accommodation and a modified learning outcome.

•	 Modifications to learning outcomes or curricular expectations is a “last resort” step.  
Students with reading difficulties should first receive evidence-based classroom 
reading instruction, reading interventions and accommodations to help them meet 
grade-level expectations. If the student is not responding to initial interventions and 
accommodations, then more intensive interventions and further accommodations 
should be explored and offered.  Only when these have been exhausted and the student 
is still unable to meet grade-level expectations with accommodations (as determined 
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using evidence-based assessments), then modification to a lower grade-level 
expectation may be considered for the specific learning outcome(s) or curricular 
expectation(s) the student cannot meet.  Before modifying to a lower grade-level 
expectation, parents/guardians – and students, where appropriate – must be informed 
of the long-term implications of modifying the learning outcome.  Once a student’s 
curriculum expectations have been modified, school divisions should continue to revisit 
the plan to determine whether further interventions or accommodations may allow the 
student to be brought up to expected grade level.

For recommendations related to improving access to assessment, see Early Screening and 
Assessment.

3.	 We heard that some school divisions do not have sufficient assistive technology to 
meet the needs of students with reading disabilities, largely due to funding or resource 
constraints. As such, we recommend that Manitoba Education and Early Childhood 
Learning work with school divisions to develop a province-wide strategy to ensure 
equitable access to assistive technology across all divisions. We also recommend 
that school divisions develop assistive technology plans, with specific policies and 
procedures to identify, remove and prevent digital, technological and systemic barriers 
that impede learning for students with reading disabilities.  We recognize that many 
school divisions may already have clear plans and protocols in place, and we encourage 
divisions to share and build upon each other’s promising practices.

4.	 School divisions should develop strategies to reduce the movement and circulation 
of educational assistants to promote continuity in supports to students with reading 
disabilities. Alternatively, where circulation/re-deployment cannot be avoided, they 
should have strong practices in place to minimize the challenges that this movement 
presents for students requiring support – through clearly documented plans, improved 
communication and strengthened team-based approaches.

5.	 The Commission reiterates the recommendations of the Commission on K-12 
Education, including that Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning work with 
stakeholders to review the requirements for and training of educational assistants and 
student services staff on an ongoing basis to ensure they have the skills necessary to 
support student with reading difficulties and disabilities.

6.	 We heard repeatedly about the difficulties that students and parents face in accessing 
accommodations when transitioning between classes, grades, schools and school 
divisions.  We strongly recommend that Manitoba Education and Early Childhood 
Learning work with school divisions to develop clear transition protocols for students 
with student-specific plans, such as individualized education plans.  These transition 
protocols should ensure that a student-specific plan moves with the student, and is 
clearly communicated during classroom, grade level and school transitions.
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For recommendations related to improving the availability of clinical staff, see Early Screening 
and Assessment

7.	 We heard about the importance of team-based approaches to successful accommodations.  
We strongly recommend that school divisions explore enhancing the use of collaborative, 
multidisciplinary team-based approaches, including resource or learning support teachers, 
speech-language pathologists, school psychologists, social workers, reading clinicians, 
educational assistants, school leadership and other relevant staff, to support students and 
classroom teachers in implementing accommodations and multi-tier support systems.

8.	 We heard from students and parents that the process of advocating for their children is 
challenging, and they lack support and/or clear guidance on how to resolve concerns 
with their student’s school during the accommodation process.  Manitoba Education 
and Early Childhood Learning should consult with students, parents and families to 
determine what improvements can be made to both informal and formal dispute resolution 
procedures and resources, including Working Together: A Guide to Positive Problem Solving 
for Schools, Families and Communities, as well as Working Together: A Parent’s Guide to Formal 
Dispute Resolution.  School divisions should also ensure that they have comprehensive 
accommodation policies in place that provide clear information about how concerns related 
to accommodations can be brought forward and addressed.
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“High quality, evidence-based intervention 
programming is key.  We can screen and 
assess - but we need resources and supports 
to offer students once we have those 
results.”
- Educator survey respondent
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Interventions
When reading interventions are evidence-based, introduced early, fully implemented and 
closely monitored, they are highly effective in reducing reading difficulties and supporting 
students with reading disabilities.  In “How we teach students to read,” we explored the 
importance of ensuring Manitoba’s approach to reading instruction is explicit, systematic, 
aligned with UDL, and delivered through a multi-tiered system of supports framework. In 
section “Early Screening and Assessment,” we examined universal early screening and ongoing 
assessment as a key part of an effective multi-tiered system of supports.  These systems must 
respond to assessment outcomes and provide students requiring additional support the 
resources they need.  This is why reading intervention programs are key to a multi-tiered system 
of supports framework.  

What are reading intervention programs?

Reading interventions are targeted, focused methods of instruction that help students build 
the foundational skills required to read. Reading interventions take many forms and levels of 
intensity, depending on the specific skills and need of the student(s). What matters most is 
that they are evidence-based and delivered by educators who are trained on how to use that 
specific program. Like screening, interventions are most successful and effective the earlier 
they are introduced.  Reading interventions are also part of a multi-tiered model of reading 
instruction, as set out in “How we Teach Students to Read.” While Tier 1 reading interventions 
focus on evidence-based, explicit, direct and systematic instruction in foundational reading 
skills for all students, Tier 2 focuses on small groups of students who have not responded to 
Tier 1 efforts that have been effective with most of their peers.  Students are usually identified 
for Tier 2 supports based on screening and assessment data and continue to receive Tier 1 
instruction while they receive Tier 2 interventions.

Features of effective reading intervention programming

In their “Guidelines for Determining if a Reading Intervention Is Consistent with the Science 
of Reading,” Burns and Contesse set out the factors for effective reading intervention 
programming, informed by an analysis of research evaluating the effectiveness of various 
intervention programs.  Their findings suggest that good reading intervention programming is 
characterized by the following:
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•	 Explicit Instruction: Effective programs use a structured approach to teaching, breaking 
down skills into manageable steps. Instruction must include some aspect of modeling (I 
do), guided practice (we do), and independent practice (you do), with frequent checks 
for understanding and active student participation.

•	 Targeted to Student Needs: Effective interventions must be tailored to each student’s 
specific needs. Students are assessed to identify gaps in core reading skills and 
intervention programming is focused on those gaps.

•	 High Opportunities to Respond:  Students are provided with practice while learning new 
skills. This includes:
-	 Repetition: Increasing the number of presentations while rehearsing new items,  

leads to improved academic engagement, learning, and retention of the newly 
learned items.

-	 Generation:  Skill retention improves if students have to self-generate a response 
rather than simply reading an answer.

-	 Interleaving: Involves practicing several related skills together.
•	 Appropriate Level of Challenge:  To be successful, the intervention should provide an 

appropriate level of challenge.  This is best measured in relation to the percentage 
of words read correctly in any given passage or book and the amount of information 
taught.

•	 Feedback: Learning is enhanced in a reading intervention program when students 
receive feedback based on their responses. Feedback within an instructional process can 
be broadly defined as sharing and clarifying criteria for student success and providing 
precise and honest information about progress toward the criteria.  Feedback should 
focus on the student’s correct response rather than the incorrect response and should 
include an opportunity for the student to present the correct response.

English as an Additional Language Learners

The Commission is mindful that there is strong evidence to suggest that with effective 
instruction, English as an additional language (“EAL”) learners can acquire foundational 
reading skills – such as phonological awareness and decoding - in the language of instruction 
(English or French) as quickly as students who speak English as a first language.94  The specific 
difficulties that EAL learners (often referred to as English language learners) may face are 
fairly predictable and can be addressed with proactive teaching that focuses on potentially 
problematic sounds and letter combinations.95  EAL learners need instruction and intervention 
in the same foundational word-reading skills as other students. However, EAL learners will also 
need targeted support in other aspects to fully address reading comprehension and written 
language, including vocabulary development.

In addition to dealing with strong instructional practice in foundational word recognition skills, 
instruction is also more effective when it is culturally appropriate and responsive.96  Marchand-
Martella, Klingner and Martella summarize some of the promising practices for culturally 
responsive reading intervention instruction, including:



117

(a) differentiated intensive instruction on the most critical skills to teach, which include 
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehension;
(b) modeling and dialogue;
(c) technology-based learning in a universal design format;
(d) reflective thinking, making connections, and writing activities and projects;
(e) instructional formats that include ample academic responding opportunities, brisk pacing, 
positive reinforcement, and corrective feedback;
(f ) peer-mediated learning, cooperative learning, and pair-shares;
(g) progress monitoring on a frequent basis;
(h) high expectations and affirmation of students as capable learners; 
(i) focus on teach, model, practice, and apply (explicit instruction) along with think-alouds and 
carefully constructed scaffolding, feedback, and repetition;
(j) focus on what students can do versus a deficit model; 
(k) collaboration with families;
(l) rich, culturally diverse literature and materials; and 
(m) graphic organizers

Together, these approaches reinforce the importance of implementing strong reading 
intervention programming that is evidence-based and part of a multi-tiered system of supports, 
premised on systematic, direct and explicit instruction as well as interventions that are offered 
as early as possible, timely, consistent, tailored to the student’s needs, and culturally responsive. 
This can help ensure all students have equitable opportunities to develop effective literacy 
skills.

Reading Intervention Programming in Manitoba

Manitoba’s Guiding Principles for a Comprehensive Approach to Reading Instruction in Manitoba 
emphasize that school divisions must have effective intervention programming in place to 
meet the needs of students.  The Guideline states that an “effective intervention includes 
direct instruction to teach content, strategy instruction to strengthen cognitive processes, and 
rehearsal and practice to integrate the new learning within literacy tasks.” 

While these principles provide a broad framework related to reading intervention programing 
in Manitoba, feedback from our survey results and stakeholder consultations revealed 
that there is a diversity of approaches in place in Manitoba with respect to intervention 
programming.  Educator and administrator survey respondents reported using a range of 
programs, including the following:

•	 Levelled Literacy (Fountas and Pinnell) (19%),
•	 Reading Recovery (17%),
•	 General balanced literacy approach during intervention time (12%),
•	 Barton Reading Program (11%),
•	 Orton-Gillingham (11%), and 
•	 General structured literacy approach during intervention time (9%).  
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Parents and family survey respondents reported similar trends with Reading Recovery being 
the most commonly used program (37%), followed by Levelled Literacy Intervention (Fountas 
and Pinnell) (12%) and Orton-Gillingham (8%). 

Figure 18, What reading intervention programming is currently available in Manitoba schools, parent and 
family, educator and administrator survey respondents

Other

I don’t know

No specific approach during 
intervention time

General structured literacy approach 
during intervention time

General balanced literacy approach 
during intervention time

Wilson Reading System

SRA

REWARDS

Reading Recovery

Reading Mastery

Orton-Gillingham

Lindamood-Bell Program (LiPS)

Lexia

Leveled Literacy Intervention (Fountas 
and Pinnell)

Language Essentials for Teachers of 
Reading and Spelling (LETRS)

Empower Reading

Corrective Reading

Early Intervention in Reading

Barton Reading Program

0 	 20  	 40  	   60   	    80       	    100               120                140               160                180               200

Parents and 
Families

Educators and 
Administrators



119

It is significant that Levelled Literacy and Reading Recovery were the most commonly reported 
programs currently in place in Manitoba.  Many students, parents, and families – particularly 
those with dyslexia and reading disabilities – expressed concerns about the effectiveness of 
these programs in developing foundational word reading skills. We heard concerns that the 
programs did not assist students in bridging their phonological processing skills or sufficiently 
progress students in their learning.  Some parent and family survey respondents told us that the 
lack of progress in skill development throughout the program impacted their student’s feelings 
of confidence and self-worth: “I think the program was well intentioned but absolutely not 
helpful. The teachers were not trained in multiple reading approaches that included phonics, 
for instance. They did not have enough special education training, and they did not seek actual 
diagnostic testing for kids struggling with reading. They did more of what the kids were not 
succeeding with in the classroom and my child got increasingly sad and frustrated. He hated 
being pulled out of his other classes and then falling behind in other subjects…and none of it 
helped.”

Other parent and family survey respondents stated, “The reading recovery program provided 
additional reading support in grade 1, throughout the year my child only moved up a couple 
levels but in general hovered in the B to D leveled books. At home, we’d spend an hour reading 
in the evening, spending time on the leveled books for at least 30 min a day and then being 
read to for at least 30 min. None of this seemed to make a difference;” “My son has had several 
interventions. In grade 5, the Reading Recovery program was used, and significantly hindered 
his progress in learning to read. Despite a mountain of data showing that sight words and 
‘practice’ do not help overcome learning barriers caused by dyslexia, it is still the only tool that 
was used for my son;” and, “We had to unteach the strategies learned in reading recovery such 
as guessing and reading for flow pace. My son memorized and appeared to be progressing but 
when reassessed after summer break he felt frustrated as he went backward.”

While we heard many accounts of the challenges associated with Levelled Literacy and Reading 
Recovery, we heard a few accounts from parents and educators that they have witnessed the 
benefits of these interventions for students. One educator told us, “Class size, teacher training, 
resources available all effect the quality of education. Programs being used that only focus on 
phonics and try to teach all children the same way are a BIG mistake. Reading is complex.” 

While we heard differing accounts of the assessment of these programs, there is a notable body 
of evidence to show that the programs may not be effective enough, nor are the benefits long 
term enough, to justify their use as a Tier 2 or Tier 3 intervention for students experiencing 
reading difficulties.97   We also generally heard from educator and administrator survey 
respondents that the current landscape of reading intervention programming in Manitoba is 
generally not effective. 
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Figure 19, Are the reading interventions currently used in Manitoba schools effective, educator and 
administrator survey respondents
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Figure 20, To what extent do students with reading difficulties currently receive reading intervention 
through their school, educator and administrator survey respondents (%)
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One parent told us, “It was recommended that she get 20-30 minutes/day but sometime only 
received 30 min/week. It changed depending on the grade, the school, and the number of kids 
who required support in the school.”  We heard from another respondent, “[the student] Did 
not start program until final 3 weeks of Grade 1; interrupted by summer break. Then resumed 
for about 2 months in Grade 2. Child was rushed through the program at the end, despite 
struggles, because school said they needed to make room for other students.”  

We also asked parent and family survey respondents whether their students received 
interventions in a timely manner.  Most respondents indicated that interventions were received 
when required (44%), while 39% felt it was delayed.  Those parents and family members who 
told us that access was delayed identified staffing issues, challenges obtaining assessments and 
the unavailability of spots in intervention programming as the main reasons impacting their 
student’s access timely access to intervention: “Child not the ‘most’ in need at school, so had 
to wait for ‘opening’ when teacher resource available;” “It didn’t seem like there were enough 
resources and he was struggling but not as much as others;” and “Insufficient resources/
personnel available to meet demand.”  

It is worth noting that a significant number (65%) of the parent and family survey respondents 
identified providing private tutoring or other supports to their child outside of the school 
system.  Many identified obtaining private assessments for their students, and using private 
tutors that were trained in systematic, direct and explicit instruction in foundational reading 
skills, such as Orton-Gillingham or Barton.  Some parents and family members had to do the 
tutoring themselves, noting income as a barrier to seeking private support.  One family member 
respondent noted that tutoring their student had a negative impact on their relationship: “she 
resented me for forcing her to go to school after school.” Another respondent noted that they 
had to sacrifice extra curricular activities for reading support: “Instead of soccer, or hockey or 
music lessons, all of our extra money went to private tutors, Reading clinicians, and private 
school.” We heard of parents spending between $2,000 – 8,000.00 annually for private tutoring 
and intervention programming. These experiences highlight the inequities in access to effective 
reading supports.

Consistently we heard from parents, families, educators and administrators about the challenge 
that resourcing presents to the effective delivery of reading intervention programming.  It is 
worth noting that the Funding of Schools Program Regulation, M.R. 160/2022 under The Public 
Schools Act, C.C.S.M. c. P250, sets out the funding formula for grants to school divisions in 
support of literacy and numeracy programming. According to Schedule A – Item W, divisions 
are eligible for $80 x the division’s eligible enrolment.  School divisions are also eligible for 
special education funding, as well as other specific grants that consider school size, EAL and 
Indigenous student enrolment, funding for clinicians, equalization, etc.  However, we heard 
from stakeholders of the need to not only revitalize the way we fund our public education 
system, but also to relieve inflationary and other pressures that impact the ability of schools 
to deliver targeted interventions and supports.100   It is also important to note that additional 
funding support for literacy professionals in the education system is specifically targeted to 
Reading Recovery.
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Literacy and numeracy
19  In addition to the literacy and numeracy support under item W of the Table, the minister 
may approve project funding for Reading Recovery® teacher leaders to a provincial total of 
$550,000.

We heard from officials in Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning that this 
provision of the Regulations will be amended to ensure that support is not tied to a specific 
intervention program. This is critical, given that divisions should be able to deliver intervention 
programming that responds to their operational needs and context-specific concerns, while 
also being able to modify the way they deliver intervention programming to remain responsive 
to and reflective of student needs, advancements in the sector and in accordance with 
developments in research and evidence.

We also asked educators and administrators about the type of reading intervention 
programming that should be used in Manitoba schools. Most respondents identified programs 
that align with direct, explicit, systematic instruction in foundational reading skills, including 
phonemic awareness and phonics, including Orton-Gillingham (20%), a general structured 
literacy approach during intervention time (16%), and the Barton Reading Program (12%). 

Figure 22, Reading intervention programs that should be used in Manitoba schools, educator and 
administrator survey respondents
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Together, these findings suggest that the approaches currently available with respect to 
reading intervention programming in Manitoba are not consistently and effectively meeting 
students needs.  As set out above, reading interventions represent an important link in the 
chain of events or steps required to ensure that all students have the chance to learn to read.  
Below we set out a number of recommendations to improve access to, and the effectiveness of, 
reading intervention programming in Manitoba.

Recommendations

1.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should work with experts to develop 
clear, consistent policy guidance for intervention programming in Manitoba.  This guidance 
should:
•	 Establish standards for intervention programming, specifically that programming should 

be grade-level appropriate, evidence based and responsive to student needs.
•	 Ensure that intervention programming is systematic and explicit, and provides effective 

support in phonics, decoding, word-reading accuracy and fluency skills. Intervention 
programming for early grades should target the foundational skills of phonemic 
awareness, sound-letter knowledge, decoding and word-reading accuracy and fluency. 
Intervention programming for later grades should include more advanced orthographic 
patterns, syllables and morphemes, aligned with the systematic and cumulative 
approach to reading instruction.

•	 Situate reading intervention programming within a multi-tier system of supports and 
emphasize the importance of early and effective tier 1 instruction in foundational 
reading skills to prevent later reading difficulties and reduce the need for intervention 
programming.

•	 Provide guidance on a standardized decision-making criterion for determining eligibility 
for intervention programming.  These criteria should be premised on the multi-tier 
system of supports described in “How to Teach Students to Read.” School divisions 
should provide small-group early and later interventions (tier 2) for students when 
evidence-based classroom instruction (tier 1) is not adequate for them to develop 
foundational word-reading skills, per expected curricular outcomes. School divisions 
should provide more intensive and individualized interventions (tier 3) to students who 
do not respond adequately to tier 1 instruction and 2 interventions, based on progress 
monitoring with standardized measures of reading. Professional assessment could be 
used to fully assess student’s learning difficulties but should not be required or delay 
access to interventions.

2.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning should proceed with its plans to revise 
the Funding of Schools Program Regulation, M.R. 160/2022 under The Public Schools Act, 
C.C.S.M. c. P250 to ensure that literacy funding is not tied to a specific type of intervention 
programming, to allow school divisions to select the appropriate evidence-based 
programming that meets their specific needs, and to ensure that intervention programming 
can evolve with advances in research.
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3.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, school divisions, the Manitoba 
Teachers Society and other stakeholders should work collaboratively to help support 
change management in the sector, by providing job-embedded professional development 
opportunities to in-service educators and support staff who are learning to deliver new 
types of intervention programming.

	
4.	 School Divisions should support the use multidisciplinary collaborative teams to implement 

multi-tier systems of supports, including intervention programming for students.  

5.	 School divisions should develop standards and processes for clearly communicating with 
students and parents about available interventions. If a student is receiving a reading 
intervention, the school should communicate details about the intervention including 
information about the program, the timing, expected length of the intervention, results 
from progress monitoring and what steps the school will take if the student does not 
respond well to the intervention.

6.	 Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning and school divisions should work 
together to implement data collection systems on reading intervention programming 
in Manitoba. These systems should be designed to improve accountability and decision-
making procedures. Data collection should focus on:
•	 The effectiveness of interventions for individual students through standardized 

individual assessments/progress monitoring (including analysis of student errors to 
determine the nature of difficulties) 

•	 The overall effectiveness of interventions to assess and compare what is showing the 
best outcome for students at a systems level.

•	 Province-wide data collection and reporting that captures student progress and trends.

7.	 School divisions should regularly assess whether students from Code-protected groups are 
receiving equal access to intervention programming. 
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Systemic Issues
Supporting the right to read not only depends upon on renewed approaches to teaching, 
assessment and accommodations, but it also requires key stakeholders involved in Manitoba’s 
education system working collaboratively to address several issues that impact literacy, 
particularly for students with disabilities, students from marginalized groups, and students who 
experience intersecting forms of disadvantage.

While the Commission’s Phase Two Report will examine systemic issues in greater detail, we 
heard from participants and stakeholders that addressing absenteeism, ensuring equitable 
access to kindergarten programming across Manitoba and strengthening teacher education 
and professional development all contribute to the foundation of early reading instruction.

Addressing Absenteeism 

During our public consultations, we heard repeatedly from key stakeholders that accessing 
the right to read will depend upon a robust approach to addressing absenteeism in schools, 
particularly in early years education which are critical  for building foundational word 
recognition skills.101 Many educator and administrator survey respondents highlighted 
absenteeism as both an outcome of reading difficulties, and a contributing factor to 
students struggling in reading development.  One respondent told us, “There [are] also a 
large number of students with chronic absenteeism that affects their reading. If we can’t get 
them in the building it doesn’t matter what supports we have ready for them…This is the 
biggest underlying issue many struggling schools have. It’s not a literacy problem but an 
absenteeism issue.”  Another respondent stated, “I feel that if a student has a reading challenge, 
and it isn’t addressed, it impacts all areas of life. It starts off as a reading issue, then it starts 
to affect self-esteem and mental health.  Later, it can turn into a behaviour challenge. The 
school absenteeism also can become a problem. Then families become impacted. Reading 
challenges is a systemwide crisis that needs to be addressed. If we could be proactive and 
provide appropriate interventions at the early years and supports to anybody currently having 
challenges, it would alleviate many problems for that child in the future.”

The importance of addressing chronic absenteeism has been considered by the Manitoba 
Advocate for Children and Youth, as well as the Commission on K-12 Education in Manitoba.  
In its report “A Place Where it Feels Like Home: the Story of Tina Fontaine,” the Manitoba 
Advocate for Children and Youth highlights that “absenteeism is an early warning sign that a 
student might be struggling.”102  The Advocate notes that absenteeism can arise from diverse 
challenges, including health circumstances, family and work responsibilities, transportation 
difficulties, bullying, homelessness, undiagnosed cognitive vulnerabilities, or the death of the 
parent.103  Ignoring absenteeism can have dire consequences for students, as the Advocate 
outlines in its investigation into the tragic death of Tina Fontaine. School absenteeism increases 
the risk for violence, injury, problematic substance use, mental health concerns and economic 
disadvantage.104
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While absenteeism is not the specific focus of this special project, the Commission notes 
that a robust approach to addressing severe and chronic absences in Manitoba schools will 
strengthen access to the right to read.  We echo the recommendations of the Manitoba 
Advocate for Children and Youth, as set out in the “A Place Where it Feels Like Home: the Story of 
Tina Fontaine” as well as the Advocate’s 2019 submission to the Commission on K-12 Education, 
regarding the need for a comprehensive provincial plan to measure, assess and respond to 
absenteeism, including its underlying causes.  As noted by the Advocate, this plan should be 
informed by evidence-based practices that are in line with the best interests of the child and 
respect the right to education for children and youth.  The Commission on K-12 Education 
incorporated the Advocate’s findings and recommendations, setting out the following key 
recommended actions which we reiterate here:

•	 Increase public awareness of the right to education and communicate with students, 
parents, guardians, and all those who have a stake in student achievement, around 
addressing absenteeism and the expectations, policies, and impact of attendance on 
student outcomes. 

•	 Increase the capacity to collect, measure, assess, and respond to the underlying causes 
of absenteeism to inform policies, appropriate interventions, and outreach to mitigate 
the negative impacts of non-attendance and provide transparent information to the 
public on suspensions and expulsions, and ensure that absences are reported to the 
province and to parents in a timely manner. 

•	 Develop a plan to identify underlying factors for non-attendance and address 
chronic absenteeism in Manitoba to measure, identify, assess, and respond to school 
absenteeism to ensure that the best interests of children are paramount and that actions 
respect the right to education for children and youth.

•	 Develop and implement a province-wide protocol that clearly defines responsibilities 
of all those involved in the education of students and their families regarding the 
documentation of attendance and staged actions to be taken when students are absent, 
with suggestions on how to build upon and sustain relationships with students who are 
experiencing absenteeism.

Improving Equitable Access to Kindergarten

Kindergarten plays a crucial role in shaping a student’s academic future. It lays the 
foundation for essential skills that will benefit a student for years to come.  

Unlike many jurisdictions across Canada, access to full-time kindergarten differs significantly 
throughout Manitoba.  Some divisions offer full-time, every day kindergarten programming, 
while others only offer kindergarten half-time, or on rotating days. While broadening 
kindergarten access is a complex endeavour given both financial and staffing constraints, 
access to full-time kindergarten has been demonstrated to improve academic outcomes, 
particularly in reading.105  The introduction of full-time kindergarten was a key element 
of both Evergreen School Division and Louis Riel School Division’s renewed approaches 
to literacy instruction, as outlined in this report in the section, “How we teach Manitoba 
Students to Read: Curriculum and Instruction.”  Louis Riel School Division’s evaluation of full-
time kindergarten suggests that teachers report significant student growth in early literacy 
skills (including letter naming and printing). 106 
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Equitable access to kindergarten was recently addressed by the Manitoba School Boards 
Association at their 2025 annual convention meeting in Winnipeg.  At the meeting, trustees 
endorsed a resolution seeking full funding for the development and implementation of high-
quality full-day, every day kindergarten programs in English and French, as a public right and 
service, across the province.  The Manitoba School Boards Association noted that full-day 
kindergarten programs have equally been proven to provide numerous educational and 
social benefits for young children and offer opportunities for more in-depth learning, creative 
exploration, and social interaction, fostering a strong foundation for future academic success. 
In accordance with the Association’s recommendation, the Commission encourages Manitoba 
Education and Early Childhood Learning to work with school divisions to explore the feasibility 
of expanding access to full-time, every day kindergarten equitably across Manitoba.  While 
education funding is beyond the scope of the Commission’s project scope, we note that the 
implementation of  full-time kindergarten may require a review of the provincial education 
funding systems to ensure more equitable distribution of funding across the province.

Teacher Education and Professional Development

Throughout our survey responses and consultations, we heard repeatedly that educators 
did not feel they acquired the skills they feel they need to effectively teach students to read 
during their pre-service education.  We heard from many educator and administrator survey 
respondents that after completing their post-secondary education, they did not feel they had 
the necessary skills to teach students with reading disabilities how to read.  We heard from 
many survey respondents’ reflections that they did not feel adequately prepared during their 
studies: “I did not learn what I needed to teach students to read in my B.Ed at all. Even after 
getting my Masters in Language and Literacy, I needed to seek additional training in OG and 
other programs to actually learn the techniques to teach reading. I also needed to do my 
own research and further my own learning of reading disabilities.”  A significant number of 
respondents indicated that they learned how to teach students to read after pursuing their 
own professional development: “[A]fter receiving my Bachelor of Education degree…I knew 
nothing of how to teach reading. All of my learning in this area came from colleagues and PD 
that I took after I was already teaching.”  A few colleagues noted that although they were not 
prepared after completing their bachelor’s degree, they learned about teaching reading and 
students with reading disabilities during their graduate studies: “I have just finished a Masters 
in Education. My courses specialized in Language and Literacy. I did not feel I had all the tools 
necessary to teach a student who was struggling in reading during my undergraduate work. It 
is only after my master’s studies that I can say I feel confident in this area of teaching.” 

Educators play a critical role in determining whether students will learn to read well and in 
preventing reading difficulties. The effect of educators on students’ reading achievement has 
long been recognized. Reports such as the National Reading Panel Report, have emphasized 
that educators must have the skills and knowledge to deliver science-based reading instruction.  
It is now widely recognized that many students currently identified as having a learning 
disability would not have been identified as such if the instruction they received had been 
appropriately targeted and responsive.107
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Armed with the right knowledge, skills, supports and materials, teachers can successfully teach 
almost all students in their classroom to become proficient in word-reading, the most frequent 
obstacle to students becoming skilled readers. They can also better prepare the few students 
experiencing reading disabilities or reading difficulties who will require additional interventions 
and accommodations. Dr. Louisa Moats suggests that teacher preparation education and in-
service professional development should focus on the following areas:

•	 Knowing the basics of reading psychology and reading development
•	 Understanding language structure for both word recognition and language 

comprehension
•	 Applying best practices concerning all components of reading instruction
•	 Using validated, reliable, efficient assessments to inform classroom teaching.108

We note that strengthened pre-service teacher education in the areas set out by Dr. Moats 
was a recent resolution of the Manitoba School Boards Association, wherein the Association 
advocates that each faculty of education in Manitoba ensures that course content in Structured 
Literacy is available to Teacher Candidates. Such course content should be in keeping with 
current research regarding explicit and systematic instruction in the foundational skills that 
contribute to efficient word reading: print concepts, phonological awareness, phonics, and 
fluency.

In accordance with the Manitoba School Boards Association’s resolution, the Commission 
strongly recommends that Manitoba’s faculties of education ensure that future educators 
understand critical concepts in teaching reading, including supporting reading instruction for 
struggling readers and students with reading disabilities:
•	 Early reading skills and how they are developed, as well as models of reading development;
•	 Direct, systematic and explicit instructional strategies;
•	 The role of screening and assessment in reading instruction and evidence-based 

approaches to screening and assessment;
•	 Instructional planning, including length of instruction, use of evidence-based materials 

and programs in classroom and small-group applications and differentiated approaches to 
instruction;

•	 Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties;
•	 The core features of learning specific disorders, including dyslexia, dysgraphia and 

dyscalculia.  Learning disabilities should be specifically named and explained to help 
address the stigma and fear surrounding the naming of dyslexia and other specific learning 
disorders;

•	 Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully implement them 
in the classroom and the school environment;

•	 The importance of teaching foundational reading skills to address inequality for student 
populations who experience systemic inequities, and the needs of students with different 
difficulties and disabilities; and

•	 Other aspects of a comprehensive approach to literacy which are addressed in the research 
but were not the focus of the Commission’s special project, such as evidence-based 
instruction in oral language, reading comprehension, vocabulary knowledge, spelling and 
writing.
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We also highlight the need to consider systemic change in our teaching requirements by 
exploring the feasibility of amending the Teaching Certificates and Qualifications Regulation, 
M.R. 115/2015 under The Education Administration Act C.C.S.M. c.E10 to require that all teacher 
candidates take at least one course that deals with reading instruction.  The content of the 
course should include the core components outlined above.

Finally, we note that current educators require support in accessing professional development 
to support the implementation of a renewed language arts curriculum, and the implementation 
of a systematic, explicit and direct approach to teaching foundational word recognition skills.  
We recommend that Manitoba Education and Early Childhood Learning, school divisions, the 
Manitoba Teachers’ Society and other key stakeholders work together with experts to provide 
ongoing, sustained, job-embedded training opportunities for educators and other key staff 
involved in delivering reading education.  This professional development will be particularly 
critical during the period prior to and immediately following the implementation of the new 
English Language Arts curriculum, as well as any future revisions to the French immersion and 
Français lecture curriculums.  The training should prepare educators to implement the new 
curriculum by covering the following key concepts:

•	 Early reading skills and how they are developed;
•	 Direct, systematic and explicit instructional strategies;
•	 The role of screening and assessment in reading instruction and evidence-based 

approaches to screening and assessment;
•	 Instructional planning, including length of instruction, use of evidence-based materials 

and programs in classroom and small-group applications and differentiated approaches 
to instruction;

•	 Early warning signs of risk for reading difficulties;
•	 The core features of learning specific disorders, including dyslexia, dysgraphia and 

dyscalculia.  Learning disabilities should be specifically named and explained to help 
address the stigma and fear surrounding the naming of dyslexia and other specific 
learning disorders; and

•	 Effective accommodations for reading difficulties and how to successfully implement 
them in the classroom and school environment.
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Alphabetic knowledge: knowledge of letter names, shapes and letter-sound associations. 
The alphabetic principle refers to the idea there is a systematic relationship between letters (or 
groups of letters) and the spoken sounds of words.

Automaticity: in reading, the ability to read words accurately and rapidly; that is, fast, effortless 
word recognition characteristic of skilled reading.

Cueing system(s): a type of discovery and inquiry-based learning that promotes using clues or 
cues to read unfamiliar words (also known as three-cueing system). Students are encouraged 
to predict words using semantic cues (what would make sense based on context and prior 
knowledge); syntactic cues (what kind of word could this be, such as a verb or a noun); and 
graphophonic cues (what do the letters suggest the word might be).

Decodable text: text where a high proportion of words comprise letter-sound relationships 
that have already been taught. It is used to provide practice with specific decoding skills and is 
a bridge between learning phonics and applying phonics in independent reading.

Developmental language disorder (DLD):  a communication disorder that interferes with 
learning, understanding, and using language. These language difficulties are not explained 
by other conditions, such as hearing loss or autism, or by extenuating circumstances, such as 
lack of exposure to language. DLD can affect a child’s speaking, listening, reading, and writing. 
DLD has also been called specific language impairment, language delay, or developmental 
dysphasia.

Dyslexia: Dyslexia is a specific learning disability in reading. Children with dyslexia have trouble 
reading accurately and fluently. They may also have trouble with reading comprehension, 
spelling and writing.  The International Dyslexia Association provides the following definition 
of dyslexia as a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is characterized 
by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding 
abilities. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of 
language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision of 
effective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in reading 
comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede growth of vocabulary and 
background knowledge.

English as an additional language (EAL) learner: An EAL learner is one for whom English is 
not their first language and who needs additional instruction in English.

Appendix A - Key Terms
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Fluency: Fluency is the ability to read a text accurately, quickly, and with expression. Reading 
fluency serves as a bridge between word recognition and comprehension. Fluent readers do 
not have to concentrate on decoding the words, so they can focus their attention on what the 
text means.

French as an additional language learner: A French as an Additional Language Learner is one 
for whom French is not their first language and who needs additional instruction in French.

Grapheme: printed letter(s) that represent a sound or phoneme.

Grapheme to phoneme correspondence, grapheme-phoneme relationship: the 
correspondence between printed letters and the sounds they represent.

Individualized Education Plan (IEP):  a written document developed and implemented by 
a student support team, outlining a plan to address the unique learning needs of a specific 
student, in particular any accommodations required for the student. The format, length, and 
content of the IEP will reflect the needs of the student. School divisions may also use different 
terms and acronyms to describe student-specific written plans.

Morphemes, morphemic: the smallest meaningful units within words. A morpheme can be 
a whole word or a part of a word, such as a prefix or suffix. Morphology refers to the study of 
these structures in words.

Orthography: the code of a written language.

Phoneme(s): individual sounds in spoken words. There are about 44 phonemes in the English 
language and 36 phenomes in French.

Phonemic awareness: the ability to identify and manipulate individual sounds (phonemes) in 
spoken words. This ability is a foundation that supports and develops with students learning to 
read and spell.

Phonics: the relationship between phonemes (sounds) and graphemes (printed letter(s) that 
represent a sound), and how to use these to read and spell words (for example, blending to 
“sound out” and read words, and segmenting spoken words to spell out each sound in a word).

Phonological: relating to the speech sounds of a language/sound structure of spoken words 
(the phonology).

Phonological awareness: the ability to focus on and manipulate units of language, including 
phonemes and larger spoken units such as syllables.  Phonemic awareness is the important 
aspect of phonological awareness for learning to read words.
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Structured literacy: direct and systematic instruction in the structures of spoken and written 
language to teach foundational reading skills.

Student-specific plan: any plans documenting student interventions, goals, etc., such as an 
Individualized Education Plan.

Syllable: a unit of speech or word part that contains only one vowel sound (for example, e-vent, 
news-pa-per).

Universal Design for Learning (UDL): an educational approach that emphasizes designing 
curriculum and instruction to make them effective and accessible for all students.

Vocabulary: knowledge of words and what they mean.
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