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ABSTRACT

Background
The Ford government announced their plans to cut funding to the Ontario Autism Program, there has been a significant decrease in the number of Occupational Therapists available to those who require these services. Kids Ability, a local organization that helps children with all sorts of special needs, are among those affected.  All across the province, there are families being added to longer waitlists and at the same time, therapists and social workers are losing jobs because employers do not have the funds to pay them anymore. 
The Ford government is proposing these budget cuts because they want to redirect the funding in the services that are provided. On September 30, the Ford government announced that they were going to change what they are cutting within the program. Their counter change to the program is offering families $20,000 for every child under the age of 6, with funding dropping $5,000 every year after that until the child reaches 18 of age. The backside of this counter is that it only qualifies families who make less than $55,000 per year. Children’s Centres across the province has already under way procedures for the first announcement that was made in February 2019. In some Centre’s the job losses and waitlists are irreversible. 
With the election season underway, this is the ideal time to conduct this research because there are a quarter million Canadians that are on the Autism spectrum, with over 100,000 of those people are living in Ontario. 

Methods
		The data collected in this report will be from a variety of sources. This research will include statistics, past research done on the Program related to our topic, and the OAP website. 
Our primary research source will be interviews and testimonials from experts in the industry. We will also be sending surveys to Facebook groups that are a part of the Autism community - parents/adults or industry experts. These surveys will give the responder the choice to be named or to not be named. 
During the interview stage, we are wanting to interview a spokesperson directly from OAP however, we do understand that patient confidentiality or any legal bindings may be set in place. Most interviews will be through email correspondence due to the hearing disability of one of the researchers. After research is completed, emails will be archived with other research documents (see data management). Any follow ups to interviews will be done either over the phone through Lindsay Harant or through emails. 

Results
We are hoping that the results show the future for the Ontario Autism Program if the Ontario Provincial Government continues these budget cuts. If we believe that the Federal Government needs to step in or if the Program is at a greater risk than anticipated, we will provide our results to the Ontario Autism Program for their 

Discussion and Conclusion
The purpose of this research is to create discussion around the Ontario Autism Program because it has a tremendous domino-like effect on the Kitchener-Waterloo Region. We would like discussion on either rethinking the idea to make the budget cuts altogether or to expose the wrong in the justification that the Ontario Autism Program.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te]
INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _heading=h.mb4l0wro8gms]In the Beginning
In 1973, The Ontario Society for Autistic Children was created as a registered charity by a group of parents looking for educational and support services for their children on the spectrum. Up to that point, the mental health medical standards were not up to par in treatment for the Autistic community. Before 1973, families were forced to institutionalize their children[footnoteRef:1] [1:  (Kirby-McIntosh, n.d.)] 

A year later, the organization was the lifeline in the conceiving of, advocating of, and raising funds to support the first residential and educational treatment program for adolescents and adults with autism.
For the next 30 years, the organization would go through three different brand name changes as the research and funding developed. In 2006, the name was changed for the last time. Autism Society Ontario became Autism Ontario. The dropping of the word ‘Society’ was to become more inclusive. It also forced the public to stop using an uninformative acronym (ASO) to being regularly referred to the full name.
[bookmark: _heading=h.2438f631hwm]Values
According to the organization's Vision and Mission statement - they are determined to building acceptance, creating opportunities, and advocating for all individuals on the spectrum.
Autism Ontario’s Provincial Office is located in Toronto and is comprised of approximately 18 staff members, both full-time and part-time, who support the entire organization. Outside of that office, AO has Family Support Coordinates and Community Events Coordinators who work regularly throughout the province. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  (Kirby-McIntosh, n.d.)] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.qvgz99400ug]Ontario Autism Coalition
In 2005, a group of angry parents founded the Ontario Autism Coalition due to the government's decision the end IBI treatment for children in schools on that child’s sixth birthday. They later dedicated themselves to fighting for better services for all ages with autism.
Specifically, they developed four main categories:
1. An end to the practice of cutting children with autism off from IBI treatment at age 6;
2. Better services for children with autism in schools;
3. Regulation of IBI therapists; and
4. A more significant investment in the “direct funding option” to families, instead of funnelling money into the more expensive, more bureaucratic “direct service option.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  (Kirby-McIntosh, n.d.)] 


After rallying all across the province in major cities including; Burlingham, Kingston, Kitchener, Whitby and Sarnia, in order to raise awareness and pressure the government over a span of 18 months, they were invited to have a meeting with the Minister of Children and Youth Services where they presented their concerns to the Liberal government for the first time. Those meetings continued, and over the next two years change started to happen.
[bookmark: _heading=h.10jxuvl2yelt]The Attack of the Ford Government
In February 2019, Doug Ford announced that his government was going to make changes to the Ontario Autism Program that would take effect in January 2020. Lisa MacLeod told CBC News that the Ford government was planning on funding $140,000 per child until the age of 18 and among other things. It was stated that there was no risk to funding being cut.
Later on in March, Doug Ford announced that the funding was in fact cutting cut but was unclear just how much it was being cut. However, service centres across the province were already suffering with the cuts with hundreds of therapists, care aid workers, counsellors and social workers had already lost their jobs and the wait times almost doubled.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3dy6vkm]
PROBLEM STATEMENT
[bookmark: _heading=h.1t3h5sf]Overview
[bookmark: _heading=h.4d34og8]The cuts to Ontario’s Autism program had greatly affected thousands of families around the province. Not only are many children unable to receive the therapy that they need because their families can no longer afford it, but many government funded centers and private clinics have had to cut the number of occupational therapists that they employ. These subsequent staffing cuts has also negatively impacted the level of care that once was received. Kitchener-Waterloo’s Kids Ability centers have had to cut over a dozen staff members, and ErinoakKids centers in Brampton and Mississauga have had to cut their number of employees by nearly 300[footnoteRef:4]. 
	The purpose of this research project is to figure out just how detrimental the program cuts have been. Our goal is to figure out how both budget and employee cuts have affected the level of care that families can now receive. Subsequently, we want to understand the frustration levels of the parents with children who depend on these services - how is it affecting their day-to-day lives? What are their concerns surrounding their children - do they worry about having to face setbacks in terms of their child’s development? What do they want people to know about these programs - the expenses? Their importance? The stress of having to face massive waitlists? The stress of having said waitlists eliminated? The futures of children are now beginning to become uncertain and we want to uncover these stressors that so many of us do not have to live with on a daily basis. [4:  (Rushowy, 2019)] 

Research Question
What monetary, accessibility, and timeliness concerns now exist that affect the level of care that families can now receive?
Now that the Ford government made a counter offer, will the counter-offer really be any better from the first?

[bookmark: _heading=h.2s8eyo1]
OBJECTIVES AND AIMS
[bookmark: _heading=h.17dp8vu]Overall Objective
[bookmark: _heading=h.3rdcrjn]Our overall objective is to better understand how the budget cuts have affected the families of Autistic children. We then want to take this information and use it to better educate the bigger public by way of a social campaign.
[bookmark: _heading=h.fcy08yfgg0oi]Since the news of the Ford government counter-plan came out a few days before the proposal deadline, our secondary objective based on that plan, is to determine the fact if the counter-plan is actually beneficial for the majority of the population of the Autism Spectrum in Ontario.
Specific Aims
We would like to not only answer our research question, but to find the truth between what the Ford government is saying versus what the organizations in the industry are saying when they are needing the funding and resources. We would like to know if there will be irreversible or further job loss. There are thousands of students looking to be involved in the Autism Program; whether that means becoming a specialized therapist, personal care aid worker, or a social worker, the future generation of employees in this industry deserves to know what future they are graduating into.
Additionally, we would like to know the long-term effects these budget cuts will have on families. Providing for a child that is on the ever increasing wait-list will still be a priority of the parent regardless of the wait-time to get admission into the program. Specialized child care is expensive and may not work with every family’s schedule. With the job losses that means that child care options are even more limited.
[bookmark: _heading=h.26in1rg]
BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE

News Stories
	Popular and reliable news sources such as the Toronto Star, Global News, CBC TV, Oshawa This Week, and the Brampton Guardian are among those who have widely reported on the Autism Program budget cuts. These sources are extremely important to our research because they all feature pieces about families that are currently struggling with the funding changes. Considering a large part of our research depends on individuals that have been affected, these news stories are an important jumping off point to our overall project. All of the news articles that we found by the aforementioned publications use the emotions of their subjects to truly hit home and hammer the fact that these programs are very much needed within our society. Whether those emotions are sadness or anger, the point gets across - the Autism Program needs to have proper funding because without it, thousands of individuals suffer. The following are some of the main themes that we have come across in our preliminary research thus far: budget cuts, job loss, uncertainty and waitlists. 

Protests
	The video “Ontario autism program changes protested by families who say new therapy costs spell financial ruin” that was published by CBC is extremely impactful and influential. All of the individuals featured in the video are parents of young children who are on the spectrum, and who are struggling to find and afford the therapies that they need. The raw emotions in this video solidify the fact that something needs done, and directly correlates to our research themes and questions: what is to happen? How will their children adapt to “normal” society? 
	Parents have also come to picket outside of government buildings and offices in order to protest the cuts, as well as the new program. Lisa MacLeod’s office is one of the more popular hotspots for individuals to go and protest, largely due to the fact that she has been very outspoken and negative about the Autism Program in general. 

Lisa MacLeod
	Lisa MacLeod has long been a negative voice behind the cuts. There have been many a story written about her and her thoughts on the Autism Program. Though she is not a parent with a child who is struggling, it is still very important to consider her when doing our research. Not only does she work for the government, but there is a lot to be said about her from those who support the program. Parents and therapists alike have many strong feelings about MacLeod that will surely come up time and time again during interviews and from hearing life stories. 

Finances
	Perhaps the most popular topic of conversation has to do with the money aspect - the money that parents have to shell out, the lack of money that has led to employee cuts, the miniscule amount of money that families will receive for children who fall on the spectrum. The financial aspect of it all is also what jump started this research project to begin with. The money aspect is extremely important to consider, and will be a large part of our overall project. 

Uncertainty
	Naturally, emotions have been running high since the budget cut announcement. With those emotions comes uncertainty for parents and therapists alike. It’s uncertain how therapy will be afforded, it’s uncertain how and when therapists will be employed again[footnoteRef:5], it’s uncertain if organizations such as Kids Ability in the Kitchener-Waterloo Region, Thames Valley Children’s Centre in London and ErinoakKids will continue to exist a few years from now. The uncertainty of it all is pushing our research and spurring us on to help find the whole truth. [5:  (French, 2019)] 


[bookmark: _heading=h.lnxbz9]
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
[bookmark: _heading=h.35nkun2]Overview
Due to the fact that our research topic affects quite a range of people, we plan on collecting data from a variety of sources including, but not limited to:  current and former Occupational Therapists, parents and child care providers. We think that without considering all avenues of research, our study will fail due to inaccuracies so because of this, our data collection will come from the many, not the few. 
	Our research methods will comprise of both quantitative and qualitative. Our quantitative approaches will consist of surveys, and our qualitative approaches will be a mixture of interviews, document analysis, and life stories.
Population and Study Sample
The main sample will be testimonials and data collected from the population in the Waterloo Region. The reason for this is because they are our main partner in this research project and they are being impacted the most by the provincial budget cuts due to population size, the number of resources families can go to.
[bookmark: _heading=h.idq01prkobj2]The sample of data will primarily be in Ontario due to the reason behind the budget cuts to the Autism program. In Ontario, there are over 100,000 people on the Autism Spectrum however, not all of those people require assistance from the OAP. It is difficult to filter those who do not use these services due to it being a break in privacy rights.
Sample Size and Selection of Sample
[bookmark: _heading=h.2jxsxqh]Since there over 100,00 Canadians living in Ontario that are on the Spectrum, that sample is too large to collect data from. The surveys through Facebook will make it easier with crossing distance and increases the possibility of a timely response. These surveys will be voluntary and we are hoping to have at least 25 responses. 
There are sensitive procedures in place, we wanted to keep the industry expert size rather small because we want to reduce the possibility of any conflict of interest as possible.  
Sources of Data
· [bookmark: _heading=h.z337ya]Kids Ability – Service Centre. This source has been reached out to, no response yet. 
· [bookmark: _heading=h.bobrubz72ce1]Megan Fife - former employee of Thames Valley Children’s Centre, Instructor Therapist. This source has agreed to be interviewed.
· [bookmark: _heading=h.knuwfa8eredn]Thames Valley Children’s Centre – This source has been reached out to, no response yet.
· [bookmark: _heading=h.u9tcevwdp1ud]Parents - Facebook groups, sports organizations, working parents (needing before and after school care), with children that have children close to the age of 18. Surveys are being drafted.
· Angela Kropf – Occupational Therapist. This source has agreed to be interviewed. 
Collection of Data
[bookmark: _heading=h.1y810tw]	The major research instrument that will be used will be the interviews and surveys. These will give us a better idea what it is like from the parents/family side of this issue which media outlets do not tend to shed light on. This will also give the research a sense of humanity since we are talking to real people and not just looking at a statistic. 
	News articles and media outlets will act as a timeline and source to keep updated with the situation in real time to which we are responding to. These instruments are important in timeliness and urgency. 
Data Management
[bookmark: _heading=h.4i7ojhp]All documents will be in a secure folder on Google Drive shared between Lindsay Harant and Hannah Charlton. If requested and with proper consent, the final report will be made available upon request and context will be review to be accepted or denied.
Data Analysis Strategies
[bookmark: _heading=h.2xcytpi]When analysing the data, we will sort each fact by the perspective it seems to support (OAP vs. Ford government). Data will be analyzed through a neutral scope that will not make one side look better than the other by misleading information. All opinions will come from the experts and surveys.
Ethics and Human Subjects Issues
We will be interviewing former employees about their experience working in a Centre that provides services for the OAP. We understand that some information may be confidential. Interviewees can request that their names be altered at any time. Consent forms will be provided before each interview.
Surveys that will be sent to various Facebook groups will have the option to stay anonymous.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1ci93xb]

Timeframes

Creation and finalizing instruments - 1 week
Interview/surveys are completed - 2 weeks
Submit for ethics review - 4 weeks
All follow-ups completed - 5 weeks
Fact - checks completed 5 weeks
Report finalized - 6 weeks

[bookmark: _heading=h.3whwml4]
STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE STUDY
[bookmark: _heading=h.vwr25iq23gnk]Strengths
This topic of research is currently being discussed as the research is being collected at the same time. This keeps the topic current, up to date and it will determine fact from fiction when reading through each side’s arguments.
While this topic is in the discussion, the Federal Election is happening in the background. The first program changes created devastating backlash from the media and the public. The Ford government has either changed a provincial program in a negative manner or has slashed the budget to the point where that program is struggling to keep its head above water. With the Federal Election, the fate of the Autism Program in Ontario or even across Canada, could be affected by this. One of the candidates could put the Program on their platform as a campaign promise to Ontario that they will step in and try to do as much damage control as they can.
[bookmark: _heading=h.l9p43ut3z7y6]Weaknesses
Sometimes strengths can also be a weakness if not done properly. Since the Federal Election is proceeding, the Conservative party’s leader Andrew Scheer has a very similar viewpoint as MPP for Conservatives party leader, Doug Ford. If Andrew Scheer is voted as Canada’s next Prime Minister, it could be predicted that the government will not intervene but could also spread the same budgets cuts Canada-wide. If there were to become true, this research would have no value to deafened ears.
Since there are meetings still happening about the OAP, the Ford government could keep making changes faster than we can gather the research. He could completely gut the funding.
Doug Ford could also turn around and restore the Program to where it first was and rehire the lost staff. The uncertainty of where the government discussions puts the completion of this research at risk. If this were the case, the research question would then become a research prediction to see what could have happened had the snowball gained enough momentum.
Our expert interview samples are former employees of service centres that were affected by the cuts in some way, shape or form, therefore there is a risk of conflict of interest or non-disclosure contracts on what they are allowed to talk about. This can limit what we can say in the final report which will lead into an inaccurate conclusion. 



[bookmark: _heading=h.7r6oko3b6se3]PUBLIC HEALTH SIGNIFICANCE
This research project is especially important for Canadians because thousands of them are affected by Autism in one way or another. According to Autism Ontario, 1 out of every 66 children in Canada are diagnosed with being on the Autism spectrum every year. These numbers roughly translate to 1-2% of the Canadian population as being affected by Autism. So, with over 130,000 Ontarians being on the spectrum, the Autism program budget cuts are affecting a huge number of people - and these numbers don’t even include those who have lost their jobs because of the recent changes.
	Of course, those on the Autism spectrum are not the only ones affected. Family, friends, public health workers, educational workers, and child care workers have also been affected by the cuts. With that being said, a good portion of our society is suffering. Whether we like it or not, these cuts have affected us all in one way or another.  
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APPENDICES
[bookmark: _heading=h.2p2csry][bookmark: _GoBack]Appendix 1: Interview Consent Form
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