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September 24 2007

Atkinson Charitable Foundation

One Yonge Street, 15th Floor

Toronto, Ontario M5E 1E5
Dear Colleen:

Fax: 416 489 7666

Re: Application for Project Funding


My apologies for the confusion when we spoke recently with regard to possible project funding by the Atkinson Charitable Foundation. I had called ACF offices to initiate the inquiry process in keeping with the instruction on the Foundation website under the “Interested in Applying for Funding” section.


As you suggested, I am sending an outline of the proposed project.

I am not certain if you have heard of the Marsha Forest Centre. We are a small visionary Toronto based volunteer organization with a mandate of working with and on behalf of people with disabilities to achieve inclusion in all aspects of society. We develop strategies to support inclusion, develop and distribute print and visual resources, undertake research studies, consult with schools and other organizations, and work with various partners to advance inclusion. You may have heard of the Circle of Friends support strategy. That is one example of the types of creative development work we do.


I look forward to the possibility of meeting you.
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Gary Bunch, Ed.D.

Chair, Marsha Forest Centre

416 244 1215

gbunch@yorku.ca
LETTER of INTENT

IMPACT of the EDUCATION SYSTEM on FRIENDSHIP DEVELOPMENT 
between LEARNERS with DISABILITIES and their TYPICAL PEERS

The Problem Statement


The focus of this project is healthy child social development, specifically as it relates to children with disabilities.   For many children, impoverished interaction & development of friendships with other children is a concomitant reality of being disabled. This reality is a causal factor in significant health issues in child development including social status, social networks, social literacy, social environments,& physical development from the earliest stages. The Canada Council on Social Development in 2001 commented on the problem.

They [learners with disabilities] experience more bullying by other children. They are more likely than those with no special needs to feel unliked by their peers and to feel “left out”. They also are less likely to feel safe at school. Although in most cases, the differences between children with special needs and those without special needs are fairly small, the differences do exist and they extend into many facets of the social experience.


The education system, from the earliest stages, serves as a key place where children meet other children in their community. It is where children learn how to function outside the family, where friendships develop, & crucial areas of social development are first stimulated. For most learners with disability, this initial social system does not work well.  Research has documented that social isolation for any child, commonly results in excessive shyness, pervasive loneliness, low social status, low self-concept, & minimal social skills. If this is so for all children, it is even more so for those with disabilities. 

The Proposed Project


The education system serves a central role in friendship development for the children of every community. Unfortunately, for learners with disabilities, the education system is not as successful as might be desired. Among the dynamics of most school systems is marking of learners with disabilities through labeling & separation from their typical peers. Indeed, learners with disabilities are the only group that educators may separate from the student population with impunity.  This separation means limiting opportunity for social interaction & friendship.

The proposed project is based on the realities that:

· Children with disabilities, by and large, encounter difficulties in establishing typical friendship networks. This has negative impact throughout an individual’s life. 

· Schools serve as the primary early & continuing socializing agent for children outside the family. 

· All children, including those with disabilities, are required to attend school.

· The school system, for a number of reasons, encounters particular difficulty in supporting interaction & friendship development for learners with disabilities.

· The practice of most school systems is to place learners with disabilities in a variety of educational settings, which partially or fully limit opportunity for interaction and friendship development between learners with disabilities & their typical peers.

· The school system seems to consider the different settings in which they place learners with disabilities to have equal an acceptable impact on friendship development.

We are not as certain as educators appear to be that all educational settings are the same in this regard. We will work with families, people with disabilities, typical peers, & teachers to investigate impacts of different educational settings (integration, segregation, & inclusion). As far as we are aware, no study of the nature we propose has been undertaken to date.

The proposed study is outlined below.

Research Goals and Objectives

Study Research Questions will focus on: 

•  the effects of educational policies on interaction & friendship between typical and challenged learners, 

•  factors differentiating the effects of varying educational approaches, &

•  teacher, parent, typical peer, & person with disabilities strategies for stimulating positive school social environments.

Research Objectives: 

• documentation of the effect of educational policy as related to differing placement settings on child health of learners with disabilities, 
• increased understanding of school-based support strategies for friendship needs, 
• uncovering barriers to interaction & friendship development, & 
• determination of strategies for teacher/parent collaboration in the area of friendship development. 

Research Goals: 

• to impact government & school system policies & practice for student interaction,
• to impact teacher professional development & College of Teachers policies,

• to develop and widely disseminate a new resource document focused on collaborative facilitation of interaction & friendship by teachers and parents, &, (over the shorter & longer term), 
• to empower both learners with disabilities & their typical peers in friendship development.

Study Participants

Interviews with: 20 parents of learners with challenges; 30 teachers; 15 learners with disabilities; 10 typical learners. 

Proposed Methodology

Individual interviews will be semi-structured, recorded, & transcribed. Interviewers will be trained in the interview process & constant comparative analysis of grounded data. They will perform initial interview analyses. Analyses then will be reviewed, organized, & interpreted by project staff. A policy & practice oriented approach focused on decision-makers in education will characterize the study. 

Outcomes

Increased understanding of:

· Effects of educational policies on interaction & friendship development between typical students & students with disabilities in terms of health issues.

· Facilitation of interaction/friendships between peers & students with challenges.

· Identification of barriers in schools to interaction & friendship & their extension to community.

· Impact of differing educational settings on interaction & friendship.

· How all groups perceive the issue of friendship & how they believe interaction & friendship might be facilitated beyond school.

· Policy implications of findings for parents, educators, 7 government.

Dissemination of project findings: 

• discussions with relevant policy makers, 
• development and dissemination of a resource document (no charge) to parents, teachers, & relevant others, 
• sharing with relevant community groups, 
• workshops for groups requesting support in the project area, 
• journal publications, and conference presentations.
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