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Back to School Issue 
 

The Power of Parents 
You’ve Got This! 

 
According to research, the first years of a child’s life 
are the most formative years. These are the years in 
which a child experiences rapid growth in the areas 
of cognition, social, emotional and physical 
development. Our children are formed by 
experiences (things they are exposed to) and 
influences (things they are taught) from family, 
friends and teachers. However, this past year has 
looked different for children, parents and teachers 
and has left many wondering what this means for 
their child’s development. Children have been at 
home during lock downs and may not have been 
able to experience activities and outings like 
before. They have been transitioned from in- person 
to online learning and back again. Many may 
have also been cared for by different 
caregivers while their parents balanced work and 
family. Parents are questioning what this means and 
what they can do to help support their child(ren) as 
they return to school.   
  
As a parent of two young kids myself, I find 
myself questioning the same things- “Have my 
children ‘lost’ a year of learning?  “Will they have 
difficulty with academics in the upcoming school 
year?”  “Are they behind their peers now?” As a 
Speech-Language Pathologist, I also hear other 
parents asking these questions. Like me, they are 
looking for reassurance and support. So, let’s tackle 
some of the most common questions that I get 
asked and let me help you by providing some 
practical home-based strategies that can be used to 
expand your child’s speech, language, and literacy 
development.   
 
 
 
 

    
 

 

 
 
Will my child’s language be delayed because 
they have been at home and not around peers?  
 
While is it true that children observe and copy others 
around them, we know that there is not a direct 
relationship between language development and the 
amount of peer exposure. Children at home and 
those within childcare settings can receive adequate 
levels of language input needed for successful early 
vocabulary acquisition. Both environments allow 
children to be exposed to language models that 
promote language development. This is reassuring 
because it means that children do not need to be in 
a childcare or school setting to learn 
language. Parents have all the tools they need to 
promote language development at home!    
  
Strategies such as following your child’s interests, 
modelling different types of words, keeping 
language models simple and giving your child an 
opportunity to communicate are all research-based 
strategies that are known to help support early 
language skills.   
 
Is my child going to struggle with reading 
because there has been inconsistency in their 
schooling this past year?  
 

http://www.oafccd.com/
https://twitter.com/oafccd
https://www.facebook.com/oafccd/
https://www.instagram.com/oafccd/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC1tccZMgxKekhZNEMScsWmw/about
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Let’s discuss what we do know about 
reading. Reading is a skill that requires direct and 
explicit teaching; however, this does not mean that it 
requires a child to sit at a desk. You can work on the 
foundational skills of reading in your home and 
during your daily routines.   
  
In order to support literacy development, we need to 
be familiar with the foundational skills of reading and 
recognize they go beyond knowing letter names and 
sounds. A child needs to be able to blend and 
segment the beats (syllables) and sounds in words. 
They also need a strong vocabulary. These are skills 
that we as parents can work on at home without pen 
and paper! Did you know that most literacy skills 
(reading and writing) can be primarily worked on 
through listening activities? Learning to read should 
be fun and engaging. Try some of these things at 
home:   
 
To work on phonics:   
 

• Use glow sticks to write letters in the air while 
saying the letter name and sound   

• Grab a baking sheet and fill it with rice.  Then 
write letters in the rice, shake to erase  

• Go on a treasure hunt by using a flashlight to 
find hidden letters in a room. Say the letter 
name and sound once you find each one  

• Use play dough or clay to make letters  
 
To work on vocabulary:  

• Read to your child and have them try to figure 
out the meaning of new words based on 
clues in the story (e.g., ‘ill’, ‘gloom’, 
‘spectacular’)  

• Categorize items that are large, that are 
fierce, that are found in the snow, etc.  

• Talk about words that mean the same thing 
and words that are opposites  

 
To work on phonological awareness:  

• Provide your child with three sounds and 
help them blend the sounds to make a word 
(e.g., ‘c’    ‘a’    ‘t’)  

• Say a sentence or word to your child and 
have them determine the number of words in 
the sentence or the number of syllables in the 
word  

• Play with rhymes in books and in everyday 
routines. Provide your child with two words 
and ask if they rhyme or not. Have your child 

generate words that rhyme with each other    
  

Is my child going to have difficulty socializing 
with peers when they return to school?  
 
We do not know how the separation from peers, 
imposed by the pandemic, will impact social skills 
and relationship-building once children return to 
school. However, we do know that there are many 
skills that parents can foster which will help their 
children transition into the social setting that school 
will re-introduce. Parents can support perspective 
taking (understanding how someone feels) and  
turn-taking in play and games as well as 
conversation (asking/answering questions and 
making comments).    
 
 
Some materials that you can use to work on social 
skills are:  

• Books: Ask the child to identify people’s 
feelings in the book and how they would 
respond  

• FaceTime: Interacting with other people over 
FaceTime or other similar platforms provides 
children the opportunity to learn to how to 
read people’s facial expressions and 
nonverbal cues.  

• Animals: Research states that children can 
learn concepts such as empathy by caring for 
animals in the home.   
 

Does my child struggle to make certain speech 
sounds because they are hearing people talk 
through masks?  
 
According to recent research masks affect speech 
sound recognition to varying degrees based on the 
speaker and dialect, the type of masks and the 
background noise. Speech sounds can be damped 
and hard to recognize in environments with high 
levels of background noise. However, there are 
minimal affects on speech sound recognition of 
masked speakers in environments where there are 
low levels of background noise. The following 
conclusions were made by the American Academy 
of Pediatrics (AAP) and the American Speech-
Language-Hearing Association:  
 

• There is no evidence that use of face masks 
prevents or delays speech and language 
development  
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• There is no evidence to suggest that the use 
of a face mask negatively impacts a child’s 
speech and language development  

• Babies and toddlers can get all the face time 
they need to learn speech and language in 
the home with family members who are not 
wearing masks  

• Regardless of mask use, some children will 
take longer to reach speech and language 
milestones and some may need support. 
 

 
                               www.freepik.com 

In conclusion, masks can make it difficult for a child 
to recognize speech sounds and to read non- 
verbal cues, but there is no current research that 
indicates masks will affect a child’s ability to produce 
certain speech sounds. A child can receive all the 
visual and auditory cues and models they need for 
speech sound production from unmasked family 
members at home.   
  
We as parents can help support our child’s speech, 
language, and literacy development. However, if 
you have any questions or concerns about 
your child’s speech, language, and/or literacy 
development, please reach out to your child’s 
speech language pathologist.   
 
Melissa Gagnon is a speech language pathologist 
and owner of Empower Communication Services. 
Follow her on Instagram 
@empower.communication  
 

Supporting our Children’s Mental 
Well-Being During the Return to 
School 
 
This September, students across Ontario are 
returning to school buildings for the first time in 6 
months. It is no surprise that many parents are 
worried about the transition to school and about the 
academic impact of interrupted learning over the last 
two years. Parents of children with communication 
disorders have good reason for concern. Research 

has proven what parents already know; when a child 
struggles to understand information or express their 
feelings, wants or needs they communicate in other 
ways. Behaviour is communication, whether it is 
appropriate to the situation or a less appropriate way 
to indicate frustration. Amanda Binns, a speech 
language pathologist who studied the area of 
language and behaviour for her doctorate at the 
University of Western Ontario, writes, “At least half, 
but upwards of 80%, of children with speech, 
language, and communication disorders also face 
co-occurring challenges in self-regulation.” Self-
regulation is the process in the brain that allows one 
to manage emotions and behaviours when stressed 
by a difficult situation. For a child with language 
comprehension difficulties, unfamiliar transitions 
may trigger big unmanageable emotions that result 
in behaviours such as running away or hitting 
others.  
  
Children with speech, language and communication 
needs are also at a greater risk for mental health 
disorders, particularly depression and anxiety. Given 
the impact a communication disorder can have on 
establishing and maintaining friendships as well as 
academic achievement, the school years can be 
particularly challenging. Re-entering the arena after 
a break from social and academic pressure may 
have some students feeling anxious about the return 
to school. 
 
However, despite the challenges our children face, 
parents need not feel dread or powerlessness in the 
face of a new school year. Recently, Upper Grand 
District School Board employees Mary Ann 
Schouten, Supervisor for Communication, 
Language and Speech Services and Jenny Marino, 
Mental Health Lead, sat down to discuss how 
children with communication needs can be 
supported in the return to school. 
 
MaryAnn: To give us context, tell us a little bit 
about School Mental Health Ontario, the 
provincial organization that established mental 
health lead positions in school boards. 
 
Jenny: School Mental Health Ontario (SMHO) is the 
provincial organization that works alongside the 
Ministry of Education to support mental health leads 
and boards to develop and implement strategies that 
support student mental health and wellbeing. SMHO 
provides guidance and leadership to Mental Health 
Leads as well as evidence-based resources and 
programs for students. Supports include relevant, 

https://www.empowercommunication.org/
file:///C:/Users/mschouten/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/a%20href=%22https:/www.freepik.com/vectors/people%22%3ePeople%20vector%20created%20by%20pikisuperstar%20-%20www.freepik.com%3c/a
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responsive resources, literacy training and 
information for educator and school/system leaders, 
training for both regulated and non-regulated mental 
health professionals and mental health awareness 
and resources for parents and families. 
 
MaryAnn: What are some tangible ways 
educators will support student mental health 
with the return to school in the Fall and beyond?  
 
Jenny:  It is through ensuring mentally healthy, 
welcoming and safe schools and classrooms with a 
strong equity stance that the foundations will be set 
for all students to return to school. This work is the 
foundation from which all learning, growth and 
exploration will flourish in education. Educators will 
utilize the First 10 Days and Beyond document 
produced by SMHO. This document provides 
specific classroom activities for all grades to support 
a mentally healthy return to school. The theme is to 
welcome students back with hope and optimism 
while recognizing the ongoing uncertainties that 
exist at this time.  
 
The focus is on ensuring educators create spaces to 
welcome students from a wide range of 
backgrounds and with a wide range of pandemic 
experiences. The main message is that we do not 
choose between curriculum and learning or mental 
health and equity but instead understand that 
through mentally healthy, safe and inclusive 
classrooms we are able to learn. Moving forward, 
educators will continue to focus on specific wellness 
skills within a strong equity framework, following 
monthly themes. 

 
MaryAnn: I know that there is a lot of talk about 
the learning gaps that may appear as kids return 
to in-class learning. What is your response to 
that parental concern?   
 
Jenny: Everyone has experienced this pandemic 
differently. Some have had more adversities and 
others have been directly impacted by ongoing 
systemic racism and oppression. Others may have 
found less disruption to their overall 
functioning. What is important for parents is to know 
that educators are in the business of looking at 
where each student is at and bridging their learning 
so that they continue to build skills. Our students will 
continue to learn and build on their individual 
learning profiles this year as with previous years. 
 

MaryAnn: I wonder if you could talk a little bit 
about “mindful parenting” and how this 
approach helps children regulate? 
 
Jenny: When we manage our own emotions and 
behaviours in parenting, we are able to both support 
our children and model important skills. Mindful 
parenting is not about holding back any emotions but 
rather making sure that we are not side-tracked by 
our emotions and are able to bring our fullest 
attention to our interactions. The key is to notice your 
feelings, pause before reacting and stay open and 
listen to your child’s experience and what they are 
communicating to you.   
 
MaryAnn: I know that visual tools such as daily 
schedules or calendars and social stories are 
helpful for many children as they become 
accustomed to new routines. What are some 
other tangible ways parents can support their 
children’s return to school?  
 
Jenny: Structure and routine are very important and 
valuable as they provide predictability, which can 
help to reduce uncertainty. Morning routines can be 
hard at the best of times. Try setting a schedule or 
routine with visuals that your child can interact with 
such as putting an X on an item when it is complete. 
Including your child in the development of schedules 
and visuals and having them take an active role in 
interacting with these tools will enhance their overall 
impact. Setting up routines before school actually 
starts can be helpful as well. An important way that 
you can support your child is by taking care 
of yourself and knowing what your strategies are to 
manage stress. Also, talk to your child/ren directly 
about the routine to school and what to expect. It is 
important to listen to your child and validate their 
concerns while also answering questions and 
addressing unknowns. SMHO has an excellent 
resource for families entitled “How to Support a 
Mentally Healthy Return to School for Your Child” 
which can be found on their website. 
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MaryAnn: Many children with communication 
disorders struggle with vocabulary and 
storytelling. Both of these skills are important for 
children to express their feelings and share their 
thinking. Do you have any recommended 
resources such as story books or chapter books 
that parents can read with their children to help 
build their emotional literacy?  

 
Jenny: SMHO has some amazing resources to 
support parents in talking with their children. There 
are a number of good story books that can serve as 
a springboard for conversations. The SMHO website 
provides a curated list of books parents may find 
helpful. The Thames Valley District School Board 
created a similar resource for educators in their 
Mental Health Kit. Parents can explore this resource, 
too.  
 
MaryAnn: Are there any other resources you 
would like to highlight for parents? 

 
Jenny: Look at your local school board and explore 
resources they have posted to support parents with 
student mental health and wellbeing. Many boards 
have websites or sections of websites dedicated to 
providing curated, evidence-based and informative 
resources for families. If you are looking for 
information, it is important to go to recognized 
sources such as SMHO, Canadian Mental Health 
Association and Children’s Mental Health Ontario. 
 
There are many ways parents and educators can 
support the return to school for children with 
communication disorders. Consider sharing this 
article with your child’s teacher as a way to start the 
conversation. If you believe your child may require 
individualized support from a mental health 
professional, talk to your child’s school team to see 
what is available at school and in the community. 
Because interventions for mental health involve 
“talk-therapy,” it will be important to find a 
professional who understands the impact of a 
communication disorder on a child’s ability to 
engage in narrative therapy or cognitive behaviour 
therapy. Speech Pathology Australia provides a free 
resource for mental health professionals supporting 
young people with speech language and 
communication needs. Share with therapists to 
support successful intervention outcomes.  
 

Ministry Funding for Children and 
Youth with Special Needs 
 
In August, the Ministry of Children, Community and 
Social Services (MCCSS) announced an increase 
of $240 million in new funding for Children’s 
Treatment Centres and Preschool Speech and 
Language Programs. The ministry is promising an 
annual budget of $60 million dollars per year for the 
next four years. According to the Ministry’s news 
release, “this funding will build additional service 
capacity and reduce wait times in the children’s 
services sector, enabling providers to serve up 
to 10,000 more preschool-aged children with 
speech and language needs and up to 47,000 
more children and youth with rehabilitation 
needs annually. It will also support equitable 
access to service by addressing local 
challenges to recruitment and retention of 
clinical staff in northern, remote and/or rural 
communities.” For additional information 
contact your local Children’s Treatment Center 
(CTC). If unsure of the CTC  in your area, use 
the Ministry of Children, Community and Social 
Services website to find the center near you. 
 

OAFCCD Membership Renewal 
 
You can help OAFCCD by paying your 2021 

membership and/or by donating to OAFCCD.  

Memberships are for each Calendar year and you 

can pay for your 2021 membership now. You can 

send a cheque with your membership fee using the 

attached Membership Renewal Form or you can 

make an immediate donation on-line through 

CanadaHelps.  Donations of $25 or more will be 

recognized with a free membership for 2020. 

 

Giving is easy – Donate now! 

 

 

 

 
Coming Soon – Electronic Transfers to pay 
membership fees. Watch for news in November 
newsletter. 

 
 

https://smho-smso.ca/blog/suggested-childrens-books-that-can-support-your-childs-social-and-emotional-skills/
https://www.tvdsb.ca/en/students/resources/Documents/mentalhealthkit.pdf
https://smho-smso.ca/
https://cmha.ca/
https://cmha.ca/
https://cmho.org/
https://www.orygen.org.au/Training/Resources/Neurodevelopmental-disorders/Clinical-practice-points/Speech,-language-and-communication-needs-in-youth/Speech-language-communications-needs-in-YMH.aspx?ext=.
https://www.orygen.org.au/Training/Resources/Neurodevelopmental-disorders/Clinical-practice-points/Speech,-language-and-communication-needs-in-youth/Speech-language-communications-needs-in-YMH.aspx?ext=.
https://www.orygen.org.au/Training/Resources/Neurodevelopmental-disorders/Clinical-practice-points/Speech,-language-and-communication-needs-in-youth/Speech-language-communications-needs-in-YMH.aspx?ext=.
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000704/ontario-expanding-support-for-children-and-youth-with-special-needs
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000704/ontario-expanding-support-for-children-and-youth-with-special-needs
https://www.ontario.ca/page/childrens-rehabilitation-services#section-3
https://www.ontario.ca/page/childrens-rehabilitation-services#section-3
https://www.canadahelps.org/dn/10833
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Ministry Funding for Children and 
Youth with Special Needs 

 
Announcement of New Funding  

 
This August, the Ministry of Children, Community 

and Social Services (MCCSS) announced an 

increase of $60 million in new funding for Children’s 

Treatment Centers and Preschool Speech and 

Language Programs.  

 

The ministry is promising an annual budget of $240 

million dollars per year for the next four years. 

According to the Ministry’s news release, “this 

funding will build additional service capacity and 

reduce wait times in the children’s services sector, 

enabling providers to serve up to 10,000 more 

preschool-aged children with speech and language 

needs and up to 47,000 more children and youth 

with rehabilitation needs annually. It will also support 

equitable access to service by addressing local 

challenges to recruitment and retention of clinical 

staff in northern, remote and/or rural communities.”  

 

Parents of preschool children can contact their local 

Preschool Speech and Language (PSL) program to 

find out about their plans to address wait lists. To find 

the contact information for your PSL, check the 

contact list on the Ministry of Children, Community 

and Social Services website.  

 

Parents who are on the wait list for speech services 

through the School Rehabilitation Program, talk to 

your teacher to find out when services in school will 

resume. 

 

Free Subscriptions for 
OAFCCD members! 

 

The editorial team of Caregiver Solutions, Rehab 
and Community Care Magazine, Today’s Kids, and 
Abilities Magazine would like to provide the 
members of OAFCCD with a free digital subscription 
to any or all of our health publications. Contact 
Alison Morse at OAFCCD for more information. 

 

Honouring Dr. Genese Warr-Leeper 
 

 

 
Ontario Speech-Language and Audiologists 
Association (OSLA) has selected four students to 
receive a prize of funding towards the cost of the 
Canadian Entry-to-Practice (CETP) exams for 
Speech-Language Pathology and Audiology. The 
four prize winners were selected after submitting a 
250 word statement on how they feel the prize will 
help to progress their careers as an upcoming 
Speech-Language Pathologist or Audiologist. 

These prizes have been awarded in memory of Dr. 
Genese Warr-Leeper who was not only a founding 
member and past President of the Ontario 
Association for Families of Children with 
Communication Disorders, but a staunch advocate 
for students within our professions. Dr. Warr-Leeper 
was devoted to her work in Speech-Language 
Pathology and was a mentor to countless students 
with her energy, humour and passion. Her memory 
continues to be treasured by those she taught and 
students who benefitted from her clinical knowledge 
of Child Language Disorders. 

The winners were: 
 

• Krysta Beaudry (Laurentian) 

• Erin Hopkins (McMaster) 

• Mikayla Blumenthal (University of Toronto) 

• Rose Mitchell (Western) 
 
A big thank you to Genese’s sons, Rob and T.J. for 
their generous contribution to this prize fund. The 
winners were incredibly grateful and appreciative of 
this prize as it will truly help them on their career 
paths. 

https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000704/ontario-expanding-support-for-children-and-youth-with-special-needs
https://www.ontario.ca/page/preschool-speech-and-language-program
https://www.ontario.ca/page/preschool-speech-and-language-program
https://www.caregiversolutions.ca/
https://www.rehabmagazine.ca/
https://www.rehabmagazine.ca/
https://www.todayskids.ca/
https://www.abilities.ca/

