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MESSAGE FROM THE CHILD  
AND YOUTH ADVOCATE 
Under my authority as defined in section 9.2(h) of the Child and Youth Advocate Act, I am presenting this 
special report, which focuses on the experiences of young people with disabilities in the child intervention 
and youth justice systems.

Over many years of dedicated work, my office has observed a significant number of children and youth 
with disabilities seeking our advocacy services. In parallel, we have closely examined the circumstances 
surrounding the serious injuries and deaths of many young people with disabilities through our 
investigative reviews. These children and youth often did not receive the services and supports they 
needed, when they needed them, which profoundly affected their lives and outcomes within child-serving 
systems. We also recognize that there are times when disabilities may not be readily identifiable, making it 
harder for young people to access the assistance they require. 

Children and youth with disabilities must have access to a full range of services and supports, from in-
home to out-of-home care. It should not matter what ministry or program they are involved with; every 
young person has the right to nurturing, care, and support to meet their needs and to fully participate 
in all aspects of their lives. I sincerely hope that the recommendations outlined in this report will be 
implemented to bring about the necessary changes to improve the circumstances of young people with 
disabilities. We can and should do more.

In closing, I would like to express my gratitude to all the young people who contributed; they are the 
foundation of our work and their voices are central to this report. They shared their experiences with the 
hope that circumstances will be improved. Their courage is humbling, and I am grateful they entrusted us 
with their insights and knowledge. I would also like to extend my appreciation to the Advocate for Persons 
with Disabilities, Greg McMeekin, and his staff, along with all the stakeholders who took the time to share 
their experiences, expertise, and insights with us. Many caregivers, families, and professionals serve as 
remarkable advocates for young people, offering hope that we can collaboratively work towards change to 
create more inclusive and accessible communities for children and youth with disabilities. 

Terri Pelton 
Child and Youth Advocate (Alberta)

[Original signed by Terri Pelton]
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report explores issues with the services and supports being provided to children and youth with 
disabilities in Alberta. We are using the definition of disability from the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) which conveys a wide spectrum of conditions.

Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual 
or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and 
effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.1 

This report is grounded in what we heard from young people throughout the province, their caregivers, 
and the professionals who work with them. They emphasized that children and youth with disabilities 
must be understood and empowered. Having young people contribute at every stage of this report was 
intentional and critically important.

Young people with disabilities have the right to be understood, accommodated, and included. Individuals 
with a range of disabilities expressed that everyone’s experience is unique. Assessments can help with 
understanding a young person’s needs; however, they must be linked to effective and timely interventions 
that support development and inclusion.

Families play a key role in supporting young people with disabilities. Throughout our community 
engagement process caregivers shared the challenges they have finding the help they need when they 
need it. It is critical that they have access to a continuum of services and supports to meet the needs of 
their children. 

We heard that when young people with disabilities are involved with Child Intervention it is often difficult 
to get individualized services, supports and accommodations. Of particular concern is that some do not 
have a safe place to live that meets their needs.

During our consultations, we learned about the experiences of young people with disabilities in the youth 
justice system. Issues were identified around insufficient accommodations during all stages of involvement 
from court to custody. 

As young people with disabilities become adults, they face challenges receiving services. To uphold their 
rights and to help them succeed in their lives and communities, it is imperative that they be supported as 
they move into adulthood.

To improve services and supports for young people with disabilities in Alberta, the Child and Youth 
Advocate is making eight recommendations.

1	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2006. Article 1	
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RECOMMENDATION 1
The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should publicly release their plan to address the 
challenges that were identified by families in the 2021 report on the Family Support for Children with 
Disabilities program review engagement.2

RECOMMENDATION 2
The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should provide families involved with the Family 
Support for Children with Disabilities program direct services when they require urgent supports, including 
access to a continuum of services from in-home support to emergency out-of-home living arrangements.

RECOMMENDATION 3
The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should increase the availability of out-of-home 
living arrangements provided by the Family Support for Children with Disabilities program.

RECOMMENDATION 4
The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should accept and action the Persons with 
Developmental Disabilities steering committee’s 2021 recommendation about increasing eligibility.3 

RECOMMENDATION 5
The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should accept and action the Persons with 
Developmental Disabilities steering committee’s 2021 recommendations about alternative home living 
supports.4

RECOMMENDATION 6 
The Ministry of Children and Family Services should partner with external disability experts and young 
people to review and identify actions to meet the needs of young people with disabilities in placements. 

RECOMMENDATION 7
The Ministry of Children and Family Services should partner with external disability experts and young 
people to complete a review and identify actions to meet the needs of young people with disabilities 
involved with the Supports for Permanency program.

RECOMMENDATION 8
The Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Public Safety and Emergency Services should partner with 
external disability experts and young people to complete a review and identify actions to improve 
supports for young people with disabilities involved in the youth justice system.

2	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021a

3	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021b

4	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021b
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The Child and Youth Advocate has the authority to provide advice to the Government of Alberta with 
respect to any matter relating to the rights, interests, and well-being of children. Further, this report 
focuses on young people involved with Child Intervention and youth justice, which are designated services 
under the Child and Youth Advocate Act. Our advocacy and investigations work at the Office of the Child 
and Youth Advocate (OCYA) often involves young people with disabilities who did not receive the services 
and supports they needed, when they needed them. This is a situation we have seen repeatedly, which 
has resulted in it being identified as a systemic issue. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) states that governments “shall take all necessary measures to ensure the 
full enjoyment by children with disabilities of all human rights and fundamental freedoms on an equal basis 
with other children.”5 More must be done to make this and other CRPD commitments a reality for young 
people in Alberta. This report explores the experiences of children and youth with disabilities and what 
child-serving systems can do to uphold their rights and reduce barriers to their full participation in society.

Our Report Process
The OCYA is committed to reconciliation and we were guided by Elder Howard Mustas Jr. as we worked on 
this report. His teachings and prayers helped ground our work in ceremony and we are deeply grateful to 
him.

We received guidance from an expert panel of professionals with a range of expertise in the field of 
disabilities. Over the course of this report, they met with us multiple times and we are thankful to each of 
them for their contributions and sharing their extensive knowledge. This panel also included two young 
people with lived experience. 

Young people with disabilities need more help, and we don’t always get it at the right time.
Young Person

Know me, see me, understand me, and empower me.
Young Person

It was important to facilitate young people’s right to participate, and we were intentional to provide 
opportunities for them to contribute at every stage of this report. We focused our work by listening to 
young people throughout Alberta, their caregivers, and the professionals who work with them. We are 
grateful to everyone who met with us and helped us learn and better understand the issues facing children 
and youth with disabilities. We had the privilege of travelling across the province to connect with young 
people who shared their lived experiences and told us that children and youth with disabilities must be 
understood and empowered. In this report, when we share their experiences, names are not used, and 
some details have been changed to protect their privacy.

Between February and September 2023, we heard from 52 young people with diagnosed or suspected 
disabilities and 125 stakeholders (both caregivers and professionals). We also conducted internal 
consultations with 18 staff from the OCYA.

5	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2006. Article 7

INTRODUCTION
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I have fetal alcohol disorder and a learning disability. I had a hard time in school. 
There are a lot of kids with different problems. I think it’s a good word to cover all 
that stuff. I think it’s how you say it. It shouldn’t be used negatively or to be mean. 

Young Person

My kokum (grandmother) would not like this word. She says there is no word in our language 
for this. I was taught to see my disability as a challenge and at times a gift from the creator.

Young Person

Young people and stakeholders generously shared their personal and professional insights and 
experiences. We were purposeful in considering these perspectives separately, yet many themes were 
similar. While professionals and caregivers helped us to understand the challenges that children and youth 
with disabilities and their families encounter, it was young people who helped us to understand what these 
concerns looked and felt like for them. 

The Ministries of Children and Family Services, Education, Health, Justice, Public Safety and Emergency Services, 
and Seniors, Community and Social Services contributed during the report process through information sharing. 
We are grateful for their contributions as young people are best served when we work together.

Defining Disability
Asking young people and stakeholders about the word disability brought mixed reactions. Some found the 
word offensive because it focused on lacking abilities rather than highlighting strengths. Others felt the 
word was appropriate if it was used respectfully and with the purpose of being supportive. While the term 
can and has had stigma attached to it, some young people are using the word with dignity.

We heard that cultural differences may impact how disabilities are understood. In some cultures, 
disabilities are not openly discussed and may be associated with a sense of failure or shame. While in 
others, disabilities are seen more as gifts.

We acknowledge that disabilities are determined by how society understands and treats these differences.6 
We are using the definition of disability from the CRPD which conveys a wide spectrum of conditions:

Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual 
or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and 
effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.7

6	 Baker Collins et al., 2018

7	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2006. Article 1

*	�Some also shared that 
they were caregivers 
but attended 
consultations in a 
professional capacity.

Total
195

52 Young peopleOCYA staff 18

Professionals* 108
17 Caregivers

Participants
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FIND WAYS TO 
UNDERSTAND US
We spoke with young people who had a range of 
disabilities. Many expressed that they want to be 
understood and given opportunities. They wanted us to 
know that each young person’s experience with their 
disability is unique. 

A consistent concern was that it is hard for young people 
to get their needs met if they have disabilities that are 
not easy for people to see—often referred to as invisible 
disabilities. These disabilities are largely connected to 
how differences in a young person’s brain impact their 
daily functioning. Many are neurodevelopmental disorders 
that can affect memory, language, behaviour, motor skills, 
learning, speech, social skills, and emotions.8 

According to the CRPD, governments must take action 
to promote the full inclusion and participation of all 
individuals with disabilities; these actions must begin as 
early as possible and must be based on a multidisciplinary 
assessment of a person’s unique needs and strengths.9  
We heard there are barriers to accessing publicly funded 
assessments. Caregivers explained that since a diagnosis is 
often required to access support, these barriers to timely 
assessments can prevent access to needed services. Young 
people with disabilities require assessments and timely 
interventions to identify and respond to their needs.10 

8	 Blain, 2022

9	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
2006. Article 26

10	 Sapiets et al., 2021

I needed someone to understand 
that my brain doesn’t work like 
everyone else’s. When I was a 
kid and growing up, my brain 
wouldn’t think before I acted. No 
one understood that. 

Young Person

I know my brain is different. Not 
many people understand me. 

Young Person

[I wish] that people would look you 
in the eye when they are talking 
to you. I would want my pain to be 
managed better for sure. Sometimes 
I don’t think they understood how 
much pain I was in—like I was 
making it up or something.

Young Person

Children with invisible disabilities 
are often told that it is their fault 
and that they are not trying hard 
enough and face risks for mental 
health challenges as a result of these 
false assumptions. 

Stakeholder

A young person with a physical disability that affects 
how he communicates shared that he felt ignored by 
professionals. They assumed he could not understand 
because of his disability. He told us that it makes a 
positive difference in his life when others treat him 
like he is smart and take the time to get to know him. 
It helps him feel more included when people stand up 
for him. 

“People think they know you when they see your disability 
on a piece of paper. They don’t. They need to know that I 
still have other things that make me, me.”
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The purpose of an assessment is to gather useful 
information about how a young person functions in their 
environment and about their cognitive, communication, 
sensory-motor, and social-emotional abilities.11 While 
caregivers emphasized the need for assessments, they also 
expressed frustration that some assessments highlighted 
deficits rather than providing insight into what their child 
needed to be successful. Although some young people 
might share the same diagnosis or disorder, how it impacts 
their functioning and needs will vary. Therefore, it is 
critical that child-serving systems work in partnership with 
young people to understand their needs in each of their 
environments, and clearly outline how to best support 
them.

11	 World Health Organization, 2012

They never did an assessment on 
me. They just made assumptions. 
Thankfully my therapist helped 
me and got me a psycho-
educational assessment because 
she knew I needed it. My school is 
adapted for my learning now.

Young Person

No one really asked me before about 
what would help me do better. I 
think all of them [professionals] 
could ask kids more what they 
think and what would help. I think 
things would turn out a lot better if 
they did. I don’t think they looked 
enough at why I was doing the stuff 
I did. 

Young Person

Being diagnosed with a disability is 
helpful, it helps you be able to get 
the support you need. 

Young Person

There is magic that these kids have 
that is so incredibly unique. I need 
people to see them for who they 
are, no two kids are alike. 

Stakeholder

A young person with a developmental disorder talked 
about how he did not understand the rules as well as 
other kids. Learning was difficult and he got in trouble 
a lot. Some adults in his life understood his disability, 
but others did not and would sometimes say hurtful 
things. He wished professionals understood his needs, 
like giving him time to calm down when he was upset.
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MEET OUR NEEDS 
AND INCLUDE US
While assessments are an important part of understanding 
a young person’s current and future needs, they are not 
an end in and of themselves.12 They should be linked to 
effective interventions that support a young person’s 
development and inclusion.13 The United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) recognizes 
that children with disabilities should live, “in conditions 
which ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and facilitate 
the child’s active participation in the community.”14 Young 
people with disabilities are entitled to receive the services 
and supports they need to be included and empowered in 
all areas of their lives. 

Throughout our consultations, concerns were raised that 
some young people with disabilities are not receiving 
services and supports when they need them (e.g., a 
wheelchair, speech therapy, medication, or mental health 
care). It is essential that child-serving systems provide 
timely and individualized supports that meet young 
people’s needs. From a rights-based perspective, society 
has a duty to ensure that young people with disabilities 
have access to the same freedoms and benefits as everyone 
else in a way that is respectful of their differences.15 

12	 World Health Organization, 2012

13	 World Health Organization, 2012 

14	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989.  
Article 23

15	 Browne & Millar, 2016

I need a ramp for my wheelchair. 
[Several years ago] I was at the 
bottom of the list to build a ramp. 
Today—no ramp.

Young Person

Listen to kids even though they 
have problems or disabilities. Find 
a way to let them choose how 
things go. Let kids do normal stuff 
that other kids do.

Young Person

These young people can do so many 
things when they have the right 
accommodations.

Stakeholder

The services need to be individualized. 
The focus needs to be on how does 
that child get their needs met.

Stakeholder

A young person talked about the emotional impact 
of trying to access care and accommodations for her 
physical disability. During the assessment process 
for a hearing device, she felt that professionals were 
deciding if providing it was worthwhile. This hurt 
her self-esteem and sense of worth as a person, and 
it was scary for her to imagine what would have 
happened if it had not been approved. She also felt 
discriminated against in her placements when staff 
did not accommodate her needs and did not support 
her using her hearing device.

“People with disabilities—things are not just given to us. I 
get that it costs so much, but it is someone’s need. We are 
more than money. We are someone.”
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Stakeholders and young people shared that it is vital for 
professionals to understand the specific needs of individual 
children and youth with disabilities and consistently provide 
them the right supports without undue delays. A common 
theme among professionals was that young people with 
disabilities are negatively impacted when information about 
their needs is not effectively shared, such as when they 
move to a new program or start working with new staff. To 
address this concern, there must be clear guidelines that 
identify how professionals document and share information 
related to assessments and accommodations. Child-
serving systems must be accountable for providing what is 
needed to accommodate and include young people with 
disabilities. 

Young people told us that it is important for them to 
participate in decisions made about their lives. Many 
expressed that their views were often ignored by 
professionals and shared that they feel more cared for 
and respected when people find ways to involve them in 
planning and decision-making. This includes taking the 
time to build relationships with them, explaining things 
in ways they can understand, giving them choices, and 
listening to their perspectives. The UNCRC upholds young 
people’s right to express their views on issues that impact 
them,16 and the CRPD likewise affirms that “children with 
disabilities have the right to express their views freely on 
all matters affecting them…on an equal basis with other 
children, and to be provided with disability and age-
appropriate assistance to realize that right.”17 Considering 
their views is a crucial part of professionals upholding 
young people’s rights during decision-making processes.18

16	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989.  
Article 12.

17	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities, 2006. Article 7.

18	 Sandberg, 2018

I find it hard to sit and do things, 
like reading documents and sitting 
in meetings. I have a hard time 
in a group of people getting the 
words I want to say. In meetings, 
it is hard to express what I want. 
Because there is so much going on 
it is hard and overwhelming. 

Young Person

Children’s Services should set up 
kids for all the help they need and 
ask what they want. Talk to kids 
and see what they want and what 
strategies that would help them 
most instead of making choices 
for them.

Young Person

It is a common misconception that 
people with disabilities do not have 
the same goals, dreams, hopes, and 
fears as others. Treat them like they 
are human. 

Stakeholder

The key is making the services 
and supports accessible and less 
complicated. Help them address the 
actual needs and not just put band-
aids on things. 

Stakeholder

A young person with a neurodevelopmental disorder 
said that change is difficult for her. She wished she 
could have stayed in the same home and school while 
growing up. It has been a positive experience for her 
to live in a foster home with a caregiver who listens 
to her, understands her disability, and accommodates 
her needs.
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HELP US BY 
SUPPORTING OUR 
FAMILIES 
Supporting young people with disabilities is critical. We 
heard that families, including biological, adoptive, foster, 
and kinship, play an essential role in providing this support, 
but they often struggle to access the necessary resources. 
We were told that this puts a strain on families that can 
contribute to children and youth with disabilities coming 
into care, adoption breakdowns, and the disruption of 
foster care and kinship placements. Many young people 
told us they wished their families had received more 
support to care for them. 

Research suggests that families caring for a young person 
with disabilities may experience long-term impacts and 
challenges.19 Ensuring that caregivers have access to 
support can help reduce stress,20 which may in turn improve 
the well-being of themselves and their children.21 Young 
people with disabilities are more likely to lead full and 
healthy lives when they are cared for within a supportive 
and nurturing family.22

I feel like the reason my family is 
broken is because of me, I have 
that feeling because everyone 
made me feel that way. 

Young Person

Parents need way more support. 
If I didn’t have to come back into 
care, I think things would have 
turned out way better for me.

Young Person

These young people can do so many 
things when they have the right 
accommodations. 

Stakeholder

Lots of kids come into the child 
intervention system because of 
the lack of support from early 
intervention and FSCD.

Stakeholder

Many parents are hanging on the 
side of a cliff. They are clinging to 
it for dear life.

Stakeholder 19	 Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2020

20	 Hsiao, 2018

21	 Collins, et al., 2017

22	 Collins, et al., 2017

A young person diagnosed with mental health 
and behaviour disorders wished his parents would 
have had more help.  As newcomers to Canada, his 
family experienced additional barriers to getting 
support. He came into government care and had to 
move placements often.  

“I wish there had been more money and help for my 
mom to take care of us and keep her kids. Where we 
came from community and family was important and 
now none of us have any.”
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During our engagement process, families raised the 
following concerns: 

•	 hard to know where to find support; 

•	 must fight for services; 

•	 have to repeatedly explain their child’s needs to 
different service providers; 

•	 toll of providing care is exhausting and strains other 
family relationships; 

•	 not all families can take time off work to access services 
and supports (e.g., attending appointments); and, 

•	 families with fewer resources have a harder time getting 
the help they need. 

Caregivers need easier access to services and supports 
for their children. Repeatedly facing barriers accessing 
resources puts strain on families and can create the sense 
that disability services are systems-centred instead of 
focused on meeting the needs of young people.23 

In Alberta, families who have young people with disabilities 
can seek support from Family Supports for Children with 
Disabilities (FSCD). This program works with them to 
provide support and services tailored to the needs of each 
young person and family.24 

We heard from families who had difficulties with the FSCD 
program including: 

•	 challenges obtaining agreements to meet the needs of 
the young person; 

•	 difficulty managing the records and payments required 
to coordinate help—many families pay out-of-pocket 
for support and must seek reimbursement which can 
create a financial barrier to accessing services; 

•	 understanding the available services and supports; 

•	 lack of services that are sensitive to culture, language, 
and religion; 

•	 difficulty finding services:

	· limited approved service providers; 
	· long wait lists for accessing service providers;
	· difficulty finding staff; and,
	· shortages in resources.

23	 Christian & Quinlan, 2018

24	 Government of Alberta, 2023a

Help families more so their kids 
with disabilities can stay at home. 

Young Person

When you work with parents, try 
to help them understand what 
they need to do. Try to understand 
their circumstances.

Young Person

I wish conversations between 
systems focused more on the kid and 
their needs rather than on what the 
system can or cannot provide.  

Stakeholder

Sometimes parents have taken so 
many days off, they are told they 
will lose their job. They can’t afford 
to take the time off when they are 
making minimum wage.

Stakeholder
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In 2021, the Ministry of Community and Social Services 
conducted a review of the FSCD program.25 Many of the 
themes identified in their engagement were consistent 
with what we heard from professionals, youth, and families, 
including the need for: 

•	 easier, quicker access to supports; 

•	 increased transparency and communication with 
caseworkers, and coordination with other ministries; 

•	 enhanced planning for young people transitioning to 
adulthood; and, 

•	 consistency across programs and regions provincially.

Seeking input from families and other stakeholders and 
publicly releasing the review was a meaningful start. We 
understand that the ministry is undertaking action to 
address those findings. It is imperative that the actions 
being taken are made public so that young people, families, 
and professionals understand what is being done to 
improve services and supports.

In addition to seeking support through FSCD, those who 
adopt or obtain a Private Guardianship Order of children 
under the age of 18 who were in permanent government 
care can receive support through the Supports for 
Permanency (SFP) program.26 Stakeholders explained that 
it is crucial for families to receive adequate supports to 
care for their adoptive children with disabilities. We heard 
numerous accounts of adoptions that ended because 
families did not get enough help. Similarly, multiple young 
people shared that they had been adopted and came back 
into child intervention care as teenagers because their 
adoptive families were unable to meet their needs. The 
SFP program specializes in supporting families who have 
adopted children or become their permanent guardians. It 
is vital for the SFP program to give special consideration to 
meeting the needs of young people with disabilities.

There was never enough help for 
my adoptive mom and sometimes 
I wonder if that’s why my birth 
mom couldn’t keep me. Like was 
there no help for her either? 

Young Person

There is a huge gap with immigrant 
families that have young people 
with disabilities. There is no service 
that caters to their language or 
culture or understanding of what a 
disability is. There is a lot of guilt 
and shame that families must deal 
with and a reluctance to reach out 
for help or just not knowing who to 
turn to. 

Stakeholder

FSCD is not user friendly at all. How 
do parents who have their own 
issues move through the system? 
In the end, kids don’t get what 
they need. Parents get tired and 
overwhelmed. These families are 
under resourced, and you have kids 
who then do not have safe people.

Stakeholder

25	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021a  

26	 Government of Alberta, 2023b

A young person shared some of the challenges 
he has faced accessing the equipment, services, 
and supports he requires to meet his physical and 
cognitive needs. His caregiver’s employment was 
impacted because of the young person’s numerous 
appointments, and FSCD was difficult to use because 
of the work involved in coordinating services and 
supports.
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CARE FOR US WHEN 
OUR FAMILIES ARE 
UNABLE TO 
Families want support to care for their children at home. 
However, there are times when they cannot do so due to 
the complexity of the young person’s needs. 

We heard that when families expressed to their FSCD 
caseworker that they could no longer meet the young 
person’s needs in their home, they were told that out-
of-home living arrangements were not an option, even 
though the program has the ability to provide specialized 
placements for children with disabilities. 

When families were in crisis, they were unable to get the 
help they needed. When they reached out, they were 
informed that the program does not provide emergency 
crisis support. Instead, families were encouraged to seek 
community support, and access hospital or police services. 
Many told us they could not find appropriate services 
and the crisis in their home continued to escalate. As a 
result, some caregivers felt they had no choice but to seek 
help from Child Intervention. When young people have 
supportive guardians, Child Intervention will often not 
intervene. As a result of not finding enough help from any 
government system, some young people remain in homes 
where their needs cannot be met, and others access youth 
shelters or are left unhoused.

Some people think my mom was 
bad for sending me back to the 
system, but she had no help. She 
tried to help me and love me, 
but she would ask for help and 
there was none. She would always 
say ‘I love you and I understand 
but I can’t help you on my own 
anymore.’

Young Person

If you have an out-of-home 
placement with FSCD you can do a 
lot more work with families.

Stakeholder

A young person with a neurodevelopmental disorder 
felt that placement staff did not respect his need for 
personal space or know how to respond when he got 
frustrated. This led to the police becoming involved 
when he became agitated. It was hard on him each 
time he had to change placements or had to live in a 
noisy group home. 

“Don’t try to make [neurodivergent] kids like everyone else. 
They are different. You can’t help them the same way you 
help other kids. Don’t try to force them to sit still or look 
you in eyes.”

My mom signed over her rights to 
me because she could not handle 
my behaviours. 

Young Person

We hear from FSCD—we don’t 
provide out-of-home care, we are 
meant to have kids at home. We 
hear from Child Intervention—this 
isn’t a child protection issue, we are 
not talking about abuse or neglect.

Stakeholder
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There are times when children and youth with disabilities 
have involvement with Child Intervention because their 
safety and well-being cannot be met by their guardians. A 
consistent theme from young people was that it was often 
difficult to get their disability-related needs met when they 
were receiving child intervention services. Stakeholders 
shared that this commonly occurred because: 

•	 approvals were delayed while caseworkers ensured no 
other system was responsible for funding; 

•	 approvals were required from senior leadership, leading 
to delays; 

•	 there was a lack of collaboration between child-serving 
systems; and, 

•	 changes in caseworkers resulted in information not 
being shared or requests not being followed up on. 

The most prominent concern was that some children and 
youth do not have a safe place to live where their needs 
can be consistently met. Numerous examples were shared 
with us, including vulnerable young people with known 
disabilities who were: 

•	 unhoused, some living in tents, with no way to meet 
their basic needs; 

•	 placed in youth shelters, where they were often 
exploited and exposed to substance use; 

•	 sleeping in the after-hours crisis unit or a hotel room, 
not knowing where they would go next or not having 
staff that could meet their specific needs; 

•	 in placements that could not meet their needs, or where 
they did not feel safe; 

•	 moving often, which creates instability that negatively 
impacts them; 

•	 sent home to caregivers who were not supported to 
care for them, damaging their relationship with their 
families and, at times causing harm to their caregivers 
or siblings; 

•	 released from youth justice correctional facilities with 
no safe place to go; and, 

•	 held in youth justice correctional facilities longer 
because there were no appropriate placement options. 

I needed a leg brace for my 
disability. I asked my caseworker, 
and it took them a year to get it.

Young Person

“Show us you can stabilize and 
then we will help.” It’s crazy how 
many times I heard that. You 
would think they would get that a 
kid on the street must be in a lot 
of pain to stay there. 

Young Person

There are no placements for youth 
who are being released from 
custody; work is completed when 
they are incarcerated, then there is 
nowhere outside to support them. 
We are releasing kids without 
support—who have the potential to 
cause harm, knowing it is not their 
fault, but not giving them support to 
change their behaviour. 

Stakeholder

We have a child in care, and we 
are fighting over basics, such as 
a wheelchair, a communication 
board, and feeding equipment. 
Communication is so important, 
and she is not being given the 
tools she needs. 

Stakeholder
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Stakeholders consistently drew attention to the lack of 
placements available through Child Intervention and 
FSCD that provide care for young people with disabilities. 
According to the UNCRC, all young people have the 
right to a decent standard of living that promotes their 
holistic development, including the provision of housing.27  
Furthermore, young people with disabilities have the right 
to lead full and dignified lives and to receive the special 
care they require.28 The government has a responsibility to 
address the needs of young people with disabilities when 
those needs are greater than their caregivers can manage.

A young person involved with Child Intervention 
shared his experience of being unhoused. He talked 
about how living this way was dangerous and made 
it difficult to get the care he needed for his mental 
health and neurodevelopmental disorders. He wanted 
a safe place to call home and wished he had known 
how to get help. 

“How do I get help if I don’t know I can get help? When I 
try to get help it is vague, they tell you one thing, but they 
don’t tell you that it takes forever.”

“In a camp your stuff is never safe. Anyone can come and 
attack you and take your stuff.”

A young person with a neurodevelopmental 
disorder shared that he came into care because his 
family could no longer manage his behaviours. He 
was placed with older youth who exposed him to 
substance use. He ended up becoming involved in 
the youth justice system. When he was released after 
periods of incarceration, he often had nowhere to live 
and had to stay in youth shelters. He felt uncared for 
and searched for a sense of belonging. 

“It sucks that they cannot hold beds, I would get released 
from jail and have nowhere to go, so they would put me in 
the youth shelter. I don’t like shelters so I would leave and 
use. I was looking for safety and connection, I wanted a 
family.”

I wish they would advertise more 
that kids need placements so there 
are more foster homes, foster 
homes are running short. There 
are too many gang activities in 
group homes. I wish more people 
would step up and help. In foster 
homes they care about you—well 
there are good and bad. You don’t 
have to worry about something 
happening to you or having to 
keep belongings close, like in a 
group home.  

Young Person

There are no medically qualified 
individuals to handle their needs. 
Child Intervention has had to keep 
them with their mom—who is not safe. 

Stakeholder

We supported a mom to rescind a 
PGO only because there were no 
placements. It worked for a while 
but then it broke down; we knew it 
would. The caregivers were not able 
to care for this young person—but 
where do you put them, particularly 
those with behaviours and 
disabilities.  

Stakeholder
27	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989.  

Article 27 

28	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989.  
Article 23 
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SUPPORT US IN THE 
YOUTH JUSTICE 
SYSTEM
We heard that when young people are not sufficiently 
supported at home or in a placement that can meet their 
needs, they may be more likely to become involved with 
youth justice. Research suggests there may be a concerning 
overlap between youth who are involved in both the 
child intervention and youth justice systems,29  and that 
neurodisability may be common among these ‘crossover’ 
youth.30 This intersection of child intervention, youth 
justice, and disability was also evident in our consultations. 
These young people have been recognized as a uniquely 
vulnerable group who may experience greater adversity, 
more frequent justice involvement, and more instances of 
caregivers being unable to care for them.31

You could tell a lot of people that 
worked with kids with FASD didn’t 
know about it or how to help kids 
like me. My mom says a lot of us 
end up in trouble with the police 
and you have to know that makes 
things harder. Once you have 
a criminal record everything is 
harder. Mine started when I was 
[a teenager] and I lived in a group 
home and the staff was trying 
to make me leave the house for 
the day. I had nowhere to go. I 
wanted to sleep but house rules 
say I can’t for a reason I still don’t 
understand. Isn’t sleeping better 
than doing drugs or stealing stuff? 
So [I got upset]. They called the 
police and had me charged. Seems 
to me that wasn’t the best way to 
handle things. Things went very 
bad for me after that.  

Young Person

Some kids are impulsive and cannot 
control their behaviour. These kids 
need safety and to be supervised 
closely. They end up being justice 
kids because they did not get what 
they needed. 

Stakeholder

There used to be a unit for kids with 
disabilities, now all the youth in jail 
are in two units, which is actually 
really dangerous.

Stakeholder

29	 Brownell et al., 2020 

30	 Baidawi & Piquero, 2021 

31	 Baidawi & Piquero, 2021

A young person described that he left home 
when his family could not manage his needs. He 
experienced housing instability, and at times lived 
on the street or stayed in shelters. He had multiple 
developmental disorders, and recalled people 
reading out a list of his disabilities in court that he 
could never really understand.

“I got in trouble a lot and things just never really stuck 
in my head.”
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Stakeholders and young people identified barriers within 
the youth justice system, including: 

•	 interactions with police officers who do not have an 
adequate understanding of how to engage with young 
people who have disabilities; 

•	 difficulty understanding court proceedings and not 
being provided accommodations for their disabilities; 

•	 release or probation conditions that are hard to follow 
or understand; and, 

•	 needs not being met while incarcerated.

There is growing awareness that cognitive challenges 
may be widespread among young people involved with 
the justice system and that they require accommodations 
to uphold their right to meaningfully participate in legal 
proceedings (e.g., making court processes easier to 
understand and considering their cognitive needs during 
sentencing).32,33

There is a clear pipeline from 
young people who get in trouble 
with the law, are in care, struggle 
to attend and understand what’s 
going on in school, and experience 
severe drug use, gang affiliation, 
and homelessness. I believe that it 
has a lot to do with not recognizing 
these young people as people with 
disabilities.  This is not to say that 
young people in child welfare and 
justice are not bright and creative 
people with the potential to live 
lives that are fulfilling to them, but 
the way systems are set up do not 
account for their brains working 
differently than yours or mine.

Stakeholder

A young person with a developmental disability 
spoke about being negatively impacted by 
professionals not sharing important information 
with her, such as not explaining medical decisions 
or diagnoses. She emphasized that it is important 
that professionals try to understand and include her. 
She also shared that during her involvement with 
the justice system she needed people to support 
and advocate for her.

Most of the time adults go on 
and on and on with the lectures 
and the information and they 
lost me a long time back in their 
first few sentences. Court was 
always confusing and rushed and 
I remember always thinking, are 
they talking about me? 

Young Person

No one prepared me for what to 
expect or what was next [in the 
youth justice system]. I don’t 
understand my probation order. It 
makes me not care.  

Young Person

32	 Lynch & Liefaard, 2020

33	 Chitsabesan et al, 2023
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SUPPORT US AS WE 
BECOME ADULTS 
As young people in care transition to adulthood they 
require support, and those with disabilities even more so. 
They may face an increased risk of negative outcomes, such 
as poor mental health, stemming from negative attitudes 
toward disability and inequitable access to resources.34  
Throughout our consultations, we heard that young people 
with disabilities face challenges receiving services and 
supports as they become adults. These challenges include:

•	 eligibility criteria that exclude certain young people 
who need support (e.g., the intelligence quotient 
(IQ) requirement for the Persons with Developmental 
Disabilities (PDD) program);

•	 individuals not receiving services or supports because 
of waitlists; 

•	 a lack of adequate housing or placement options; 

•	 poor transition planning from child-serving to adult-
serving systems; 

•	 lack of information about the services and supports 
that are available; and, 

•	 a loss of adult services and supports because the young 
person’s disability made it difficult for them to follow 
through on expectations. 

We need help to become 
independent, we don’t have any 
parents, so we don’t know how to 
do things.  

Young Person

I needed more life skills. Someone 
to help me get a job and manage 
my money better. I still haven’t 
learned that stuff properly. Just 
because I have a disability doesn’t 
mean I don’t also need support 
with regular everyday stuff.   

Young Person

34	 Lee et al., 2018 

A young person shared with us that they had lived in 
multiple placements and sometimes in youth shelters. 
He had a developmental disability, and wished he 
had received more help when he was younger. Help 
was harder to get as he got older, and ended once he 
became an adult.

“There was no transition to adult services. Once I was 
an adult the help stopped, and I was treated differently. 
It’s hard to explain it—kind of like they gave up on me 
completely. I can’t even go to the youth shelter anymore, 
and I am not safe at the adult shelter. I need to figure out a 
place to live.”

Many youth do not realize that 
they have a disability and are 
not assessed. They struggle to 
understand what is going on 
and they land themselves in 
challenging situations as a result. 
When they are in a space as adults 
to seek this information, it is no 
longer available because there is 
no funding for adult diagnosis. I 
think it is important to remember 
that children become adults and 
the support cannot stop at 18. 
Support needs to be fluid and 
respond to the needs of a person 
over their whole life.

Stakeholder
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A recurring theme was that it is crucial to connect young 
people to adult disability services so that there are no gaps 
in essential supports after they turn 18. The main services 
discussed were the Assured Income for the Severely 
Handicapped (AISH) program,35 the Office of the Public 
Guardian and Trustee (OPGT),36 and the Persons with 
Developmental Disabilities (PDD) program.37 There are 
significant concerns about PDD’s IQ eligibility requirement, 
where a score of 70 or lower is needed to receive services.38 
Stakeholders said that relying on IQ criteria discriminates 
against individuals with disabilities who may struggle 
with day-to-day functioning despite having a higher IQ. 
Caregivers expressed concerns about their loved one’s 
quality of life, safety, and well-being without the needed 
support from the PDD program. 

Another consistent theme is that there is a lack of adequate 
housing and placement options for young people who are 
transitioning to adulthood. In addition to a lack of housing 
to accommodate disabilities, the housing that is available 
is often poor-quality and presents a safety issue. In some 
situations, young adults had to live in shelters where they 
were unsafe. Sometimes even those who were eligible for 
assistance were left unhoused without their basic needs 
being met. Stakeholders shared stories of young people with 
significant developmental delays who were not provided 
supportive placements and ended up using substances, 
being exploited, and in some cases lost their lives. 

In 2021, a PDD steering committee released a report that 
made recommendations on how to improve services.39  
Moving forward on the committee’s recommendations 
about IQ criteria and alternative living supports (listed 
in appendix 1) would be a positive next step toward 
addressing some of the concerns raised about PDD 
eligibility and housing.

I can tell you getting a job and 
finishing school is hard for 
someone like me. There doesn’t 
seem to be a lot of help for that 
once you get older. 

Young Person

I only got my help at 17, and when 
I am 18 that will change. Once 
people hit 18, the world tries to 
shut them down – people should 
get help after they are 18. 

Young Person

A young person spoke about living in a youth shelter 
because her family could not meet her needs. She 
was taken into government care and was moved into 
a placement. She has a neurodevelopmental disorder, 
and she expected to be transitioned to adult services, 
but this did not occur. 

“I was told all these things about how Child Intervention 
helps you transition to being on your own—I didn’t get that.”

If the funding was lined up, if the 
PDD application had gone through 
things would have gone much 
differently. On her 18th birthday 
this young lady was discharged to 
a receiving home which was not 
equipped to support her. Within 
months, she was involved in jail, 
hospital, streets, and suicide 
attempts. 

Stakeholder

Sometimes it’s just the humanity 
of it all—what about the return 
on investment for prevention. 
We know better, we know models 
that work better, it is shocking 
sometimes how much we wait for 
things to get worse. 

Stakeholder

35	 Government of Alberta, 2023c

36	 Government of Alberta, 2023d

37	 Government of Alberta, 2023e

38	 Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services, 2022 

39	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021b
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MOVING FORWARD
Young people with disabilities have the right to be understood, 
accommodated, and included. Families play a key role in supporting them, 
so it is critical that caregivers receive a continuum of supports through 
the FSCD and SFP programs. When families are unable to care for their 
children in their home, there should be out of home living arrangements 
available. The child intervention and youth justice systems have the 
obligation to meet the individualized needs of those with disabilities, 
including the provision of appropriate placements. To uphold their rights 
and to help these young people to succeed in their lives and communities, 
it is critically important that services and supports continue when they 
move into adulthood. 

The Child and Youth Advocate is making eight recommendations to 
improve outcomes for young people with disabilities.
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1.	� The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should publicly release their plan to 
address the challenges that were identified by families in the 2021 report on the Family Support 
for Children with Disabilities program review engagement.40 

Expected Outcomes:
•	 The ministry will release a public action plan outlining how they will address the concerns 

identified so that families are aware of the actions being taken. 

•	 The ministry will provide regular public updates on the implementation of the plan. 

•	 Young people with disabilities and their families will have fewer barriers to receiving the 
support they need.

 40	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021a

2.	� The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should provide families involved 
with the Family Support for Children with Disabilities program direct services when they 
require urgent supports, including access to a continuum of services from in-home support to 
emergency out-of-home living arrangements. 

Expected Outcomes: 
•	 The ministry will provide immediate support for young people and their families when they 

need it.

•	 The ministry will increase the availability of emergency out-of-home living arrangements 
tailored to the needs of young people with disabilities who are not able to live at home with 
their families.

•	 Young people with disabilities will have their needs met while their parents retain their 
decision-making ability and guardianship.

•	 Young people and their families will receive a continuum of immediate supports and 
services from the ministry best equipped to support young people with disabilities. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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41	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021b 

42	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021b 

4.	� The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should accept and action the Persons 
with Developmental Disabilities steering committee’s 2021 recommendation about increasing 
eligibility.41 

Expected Outcomes:
•	 Young adults with IQs between 70 and 85, who need support, are eligible for PDD services 

(recommendation A2). See appendix 1.

•	 Young adults with disabilities will receive the support they need. 

�5.	� The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should accept and action the Persons 
with Developmental Disabilities steering committee’s 2021 recommendations about alternative 
home living supports.42  

Expected Outcomes:
•	 The alternative home living support recommendations are implemented (recommendations 

B1-8). See appendix 1 for full details.

•	 Young people with developmental disabilities transitioning to adulthood will have access to 
supportive housing.

•	 Fewer young adults with disabilities will be unhoused.

3.	� The Ministry of Seniors, Community and Social Services should increase the availability of out-of-
home living arrangements provided by the Family Support for Children with Disabilities program.

Expected Outcomes: 
•	 Families will have fewer barriers to accessing alternative living arrangements for young 

people with disabilities when they are not able to live at home.

•	 Young people with disabilities will have living arrangements tailored to meet their needs.

•	 Young people with disabilities will have their needs met while their parents retain their 
decision-making ability and guardianship. 

•	 Young people and their families will receive out-of-home living arrangements from the 
ministry best equipped to support young people with disabilities.
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6.	� The Ministry of Children and Family Services should partner with external disability experts 
and young people to review and identify actions to meet the needs of young people with 
disabilities in placements. 

Expected Outcomes:
•	 The review will consider all types of placement options from family-based care to 

specialized placements.

•	 The review will include consideration of how disabilities are identified, and how information 
is documented, shared, and used to inform planning.  

•	 Young people’s experiences will help inform the outcome of the review.

•	 The outcome of the review will be made public and will identify actions to improve 
supports for young people with disabilities.

•	 Young people with disabilities will live in placements that meet their individual needs.

7.	� The Ministry of Children and Family Services should partner with external disability experts and 
young people to complete a review and identify actions to meet the needs of young people 
with disabilities involved with the Support for Permanency program.

Expected Outcomes:
•	 The review will include consultation with young people with disabilities and their families who 

have received services from SFP, including those who have had disruptions in permanency.

•	 The review will identify barriers and challenges to maintaining permanency and connection 
for young people with disabilities. 

•	 Young people’s experiences will help inform the outcome of the review.

•	 The outcome of the review will be made public and identify actions to improve supports for 
young people with disabilities who are involved with SFP.

•	 Young people with disabilities will remain connected to their families.

8.	� The Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Public Safety and Emergency Services should partner 
with external disability experts and young people to complete a review and identify actions to 
improve supports for young people with disabilities involved in the youth justice system.

Expected Outcomes:
•	 The review will consider the continuum of services, including, but not limited to, legal 

representation, court processes, probation, community orders, and custody. 

•	 The outcome of the review will be made public and identify actions to improve supports 
for young people with disabilities who are involved with the youth justice system.

•	 Young people’s experiences will help inform the outcome of the review.

•	 Young people with disabilities will receive the support they need when they are involved 
with youth justice.
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APPENDIX 1: PDD STEERING COMMITTEE 
RECOMMENDATIONS
PDD Steering Committee Recommendations for Change A2 and B1-8.43  

A.2: Make individuals with IQs between 70 and 85 who have similar support needs eligible for PDD 
services.

B.1-8: Alternative home living supports 

1.	 Reduce barriers to make it easier to change the kind of home they live in and how they get 
support to live there. Changing from one kind of living situation to another can be hard, and help 
making the transition is an important support to have. 

2.	 Provide ways for service providers and families (through Family Managed Services) to share 
resources and work together. 

3.	 Make the purpose of respite supports clear. 

4.	 Have more shared living (e.g., support home and supportive roommate) options for people with 
disabilities. 

5.	 Allow a lot of different home living options to be funded. 

6.	 Look at how assistive technology can add to other supports to help people be more independent. 

7.	 Make service provider funding and support rules more flexible so they can try new things that 
work better for the individuals they support. 

8.	 Have rules that support caregivers to plan for local and global emergencies before they happen.

43	 Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2021b
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APPENDIX 2: GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH): A program that provides financial and health 
benefits to eligible Albertans with permanent or chronic medical conditions.

Family Support for Children with Disabilities (FSCD): A provincial program that provides tailored 
supports for children with disabilities to help strengthen a family’s ability to promote their children’s 
healthy development and participation in activities. Parents remain legal guardians to the young person.

Intelligence Quotient (IQ): A score that represents the measurement of an individual’s reasoning ability in 
comparison to the average within their age group.

Neurodevelopmental Disorders: Neurodevelopmental disorders include intellectual disabilities, autism 
spectrum disorder, attention-deficit/ hyperactivity disorder, motor disorders, and disorders relating to 
communication and learning.

Neurodisability: A group of long-term conditions related to the brain and or neuromuscular system 
that create impairments and functional limitations which may impact movement, hearing, vision, 
communication, cognition, emotion, and behaviour.

Office of the Public Guardian and Trustee: A provincial body that can be given the authority to make 
personal or financial decisions on behalf of people who do not have the capacity to make these decisions 
on their own.

Persons with Developmental Disabilities (PDD): A voluntary program that helps adult Albertans with 
developmental disabilities live as independently as possible in their communities.

Private Guardianship Order: A court order that appoints a person to be the guardian of a child upon 
application by that person.

Supports for Permanency (SFP): Provides financial support to families who adopt or obtain private 
guardianship of children in permanent government care.

Systemic Issue: A gap in systems, that if left unaddressed, will continue to impact effective service delivery 
for those young people in similar circumstances.

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD): The CRPD is a legally 
binding international treaty that consists of 50 articles setting out the rights of persons with disabilities 
and government responsibility to ensure those rights.

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC): The UNCRC is a legally binding 
international agreement that consists of 54 articles setting out children’s rights and government 
responsibility in making them available to all children.

27BEYOND BARRIERS: A SPECIAL REPORT



APPENDIX 3: COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
Alice Mwemera
Alice Mwemera immigrated to Canada from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 20 years ago. Alice 
has both experienced and studied the effects of family breakdown, displacement, and the impacts of 
significant trauma. Navigating diverse trauma systems has made Alice a strong disability advocate, 
championing for adequate care, treatment and legal rights of those living with various impairments. 
Through her education and experience, she has connected with many young people living with disabilities 
who had limited opportunities and inadequate care. She is passionate about advocating for their needs 
and right to a healthy and safe standard of living. Alice holds a bachelor’s degree in Psychology and 
recently celebrated 10 years working with vulnerable young people in areas of disability rights, housing, 
settlement, addiction and mental health. Alice currently works as a Career Coach at NorQuest College.  

Damilola Efuwape
Damilola Efuwape immigrated to Canada from Nigeria 15 years ago. Throughout her youth and early 
adulthood, she helped immigrant families connect to the resources they needed to navigate systems in a 
new environment. She is an active member of a youth council that advocates for young people involved 
with government systems to receive the services and supports they need to thrive. Damilola is passionate 
about issues related to effective mental health supports for young people and reducing the stigma 
associated with mental illness in migrant communities. Damilola is an advocate for people with disabilities 
and their right to have their needs met. She believes in the need for the voices of young people, regardless 
of age or ability, to be heard and valued in order to create meaningful change. 

Greg McMeekin, J.D.,  
Advocate for Persons with Disabilities
Mr. McMeekin has a law degree from the University of Calgary and a Bachelor of Arts in mass 
communications from Carleton University. Despite physical challenges, he made history when he was 
called to the Alberta Bar in 2016. Mr. McMeekin has extensive personal and professional experience 
working with people with disabilities, their support networks, and other stakeholders. He believes strongly 
in empowering people with disabilities to reach their full potential and looks forward to being part of a 
team that is focused on improving the quality of life of people with disabilities. Mr. McMeekin has worked 
at Alberta Justice and Solicitor General and Legal Aid Alberta, and has volunteered on various councils, 
advisory committees and boards working to improve accessibility. Prior to serving as the Advocate for 
Persons with Disabilities, Mr. McMeekin served as chair of the Premier’s Council on the Status of Persons 
with Disabilities.

Ryan Popplestone, MBA,  
Manager for the Office of the Advocate for Persons with Disabilities
Ryan brings his passion for creating better lives for persons with disabilities through collaborative 
partnerships to build, deliver and expand relevant and meaningful change for persons with disabilities. 
With a career spanning over 30 years, Ryan’s roles in the disability sector have ranged from providing 
direct service to children, adults and seniors in non-profit organizations to Director of Policy and Statutory 
Oversight for the Family Support for Persons with Disabilities (FSCD) program. In addition to FSCD, his 
public service experience has spanned programs that also include Persons with Developmental Disabilities, 
the Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped and the Public Service Commission. As a result of these 
experiences, Ryan has had the benefit of seeing, hearing, learning, and responding to the complex issues 
faced by Albertans with disabilities through the lifespan. In addition, Ryan has championed disability rights 
as a Board Director and helped shape the academic and career paths of learners through his experience as 
a sessional instructor at MacEwan University. 
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David McConnell, PhD
Dr. McConnell is a University of Sydney alumnus, now Professor and Director, Family and Disability Studies 
Initiative, Faculty of Rehabilitation Medicine, University of Alberta. Over the past 25 years, Dr. McConnell 
has published extensively on the topics of disability and discrimination in Australian, British and Canadian 
child intervention systems, and the fabric of everyday family life for children and youth with disabilities 
and high support needs. Currently, Dr. McConnell is collaborating with community organizations in Alberta, 
Quebec, and Atlantic Canada to create a framework for disability-inclusive, trauma-informed support 
services for survivors of intimate partner violence. Dr. McConnell has previously served as an external 
member of OCYA investigative review committees.   

Kevin Hood 
Kevin Hood was an Associate Professor with the Correctional Services program at MacEwan University 
in Edmonton, Alberta for over three decades. During that time, Kevin served on many non-governmental 
committees and boards including the Edmonton John Howard Society and the John Howard Society 
of Alberta. Kevin’s academic research and teaching interests related to restorative justice, social justice, 
and applying international understandings of truth and reconciliation to the Canadian context. In his 
professional career, Kevin had many public sector roles including child protection investigations and 
working with youth involved in high-risk behaviours. Kevin managed the Protection of Sexually Exploited 
Children program for Alberta Children’s Services and was the Senior Manager responsible for Crime 
Prevention and Restorative Justice with Alberta Solicitor General and Public Security. He was appointed 
as an Independent External Decision Maker with Public Safety Canada in September 2019 and then as a 
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