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A Message from our Executive Director 
and Board President

A parent, whose words we often quote, states that his autistic 
son is not the challenge that others often speak of, but that 
the real problems are the barriers and systems that seem to 
exclude him and their family at every turn. The ringing truth 
in this statement requires us to consider the person on the 
spectrum and their families in a different light – not through 
a lens of charity or pathology - but instead through a view of 
able children and adults on the autism spectrum facing systemic 
barriers that can and must be removed.  

Margaret Spoelstra 
Executive Director

Susan Morris 
Board President

When the realities of a pandemic impacted the very end of this fiscal year and beyond, 
we were able to adjust many of our programs and activities by quickly surveying families 
about what they needed to cope. There is much more to do, but we are encouraged 
by what is possible and as we continue to realize our new vision in times of significant 
change. Most importantly, autistic children, youth and adults and their families have more 
information, meaningful supports and their voices heard through the generous support of 
our donors, and the work of our diverse partners, volunteers and staff across Ontario.

This thinking combined with many personal and professional 
stories and lived experiences from across the province 
prompted Autism Ontario’s Board, Staff and Chapter Volunteers 
to join together this past year to refine our direction as an 
organization. What emerged were clearly stated Values, a new 
Vision and Mission, and strategic directions that will serve our 
community in the years ahead (see page 5).  We hope that 
you will see these ideas and words supporting the work and 
outcomes represented in this 2019/2020 report.  
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Who is Autism Ontario?
In its 47th year, Autism Ontario (formerly the Autism Society of Ontario) is the province’s leading source 

of information and referral on autism and continues to be one of the leading voices of advocacy in the 

autism community. We are made up of knowledgeable and caring parents and professionals, researchers 

and self-advocates who can address the issues that affect Ontarians with autism, their families, and 

caregivers. 

Autism Ontario in Transition 
Autism Ontario is in a time of transition. Earlier this year, we were heartened by the Government of 

Ontario’s decision to implement the recommendations of the Ontario Autism Program Advisory Panel,  

co-chaired by our Executive Director Margaret Spoelstra and Dr. Marie Boutrogianni , for a new needs-

based Ontario Autism Program. 

As the needs of autistic Ontarians, their families, caregivers, and service workers changed, Autism Ontario 

was changing as we adopted a new mission, vision, and set of values to guide us. The values spell CARE 

and encompass what we stand for and how we strive to operate. 

Autism Ontario is grateful to you - our generous donors – individuals, companies, schools, Foundations, 

Ministries – for your financial support.  More than 3,400 individuals, 817 organizations, and 21 

foundations donated, which allows us to support over 135,000 Ontarians; children, teens and adults, 

and their families and the communities in which they live, work, attend school, and play.  You made a 

difference! 

Thank you! Merci! Grazie! 
谢谢 Miigwech

Thank you to all the organizations such as Autism Ontario that strive to make a 

positive and thoughtful impact on our families. 

- Community Partner in Toronto
““

http://www.autismontario.com
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Board of Directors 2019/2020:

Susan Boehnke

Tizianna Bontempo  

Barry Bruce 

Janet Culliton, Past President   

Julia Frei 

Nancy Marchese  

David Moloney, Secretary  

Kim Moore, Vice President  

Susan Morris, President 

Kennith Robertson, Treasurer 

Kim Seabrook  

Evidence-Informed:  We use and create knowledge to guide our decisions and work.

MISSION
Creating a supportive 
and inclusive Ontario for 
autism.

VISION
Best Life,  
Better World,  
Making Autism Matter!

Collaboration: We believe in the power of working side by side with individuals, families, 
and communities to make informed choices about autism.

Accountability: We hold ourselves and others responsible for achieving successful outcomes 
through high standards of integrity and fiscal responsibility.

Respect:  We value equity, diversity, and inclusion, and we listen to understand.

VALUES

We support and advocate for all autistic individuals across the province, regardless of race, ethnicity, 

income, religion or gender identity. Over the last year we have become more attuned to the more diverse 

voices of the autistic community in Ontario, including those that have been traditionally underserved, 

and are working to provide spaces of support and advocacy for Black, Indigenous, and people of colour 

communities and continue our outreach to those groups. 
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Approximately 135,000 
autistic people in Ontario. 

1 - 2% of the Canadian 
population are on the autism 
spectrum.

1 in 66 Canadian children and 
youth (ages 5-17) have autism. 

Autism, or Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), is a lifelong neurodevelopmental disorder that affects 

the way a person communicates and relates to the people and world around them.  It can affect body 

language and posture, social interactions and relationships, how you engage with your interests, and 

sensory processing capacities. Autism exists in all cultures, ethnicities, races, and gender identities. While 

the clinical model classifies autism as a disorder, many autistic people prefer the terms, neurological 

“difference” or “condition,” which remove the negative associations with the word, “disorder.” Being 

autistic means that your brain may process information differently than non-autistic, or neurotypical, 

people. 

 Autism exists on a spectrum, which means that while all people on the spectrum will experience some 

of the differences mentioned above, the degree to which each autistic person experiences them and the 

amount of support they need, will vary. 

What is Autism?

Prevlaence Rates

What Autism Isn’t
Autism is not an illness or a disease. 

Autism is not temporary. 

Autism is not contagious. 

Autism is not caused by vaccinations. 

Autism is not caused by parenting styles. 

Autism does not go away in adulthood.

http://www.autismontario.com
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73.6% of caregivers reported long waitlists as 

the largest barrier to service. Long waitlists also 

impacted adults on the spectrum, with 60.3% 

reporting long waitlists as a large or very large 

barrier to accessing service. 

2. Long Waitlists

While education support was rated the highest 

area of need, 69% of caregivers of elementary 

school-aged children and 77.8% of caregivers 

of high school-aged children, strongly agreed or 

agreed with the statement, “We feel listened to 

by our child’s school.”

1. Education Support

During 2019-20, Autism Ontario continued its 

work on its Top 5 Priorities for Families and Self-

Advocates in Ontario, first identified in our 2018 

Provincially Speaking Survey.  These concerns 

remain as relevant as ever:

Our Top 5 Priorities

56.3% of caregivers said that finances had been 

a large or very large source of stress. 50.7% of 

autistic adults said that finances had been a large 

or very large source of stress.

3. Financial Hardships

Autism Ontario remains committed to its 

advocacy on behalf of people with autism in 

Ontario.  We participated in the prebudget 2019-

2020 consultation process, where we laid out our 

Top 5 Priorities in front of the Minister of Finance. 

87.4% of caregivers say it is very stressful to plan 

for their child’s transition out of school and 83% 

reported not feeling well supported or ready to 

do so. 59.2% of caregivers reported they are not 

confident the transition out of high school will be 

smooth.

4. School Transitions

5. Adults’ Concerns
The top identified service need by autistic adults 

is psychological and psychiatric support, with 64% 

of our survey takers citing a lack of professionals 

who understand autism as a large or very large 

barrier to care, and 63% citing a general lack of 

necessary services.

Gotta show some love for Autism Ontario for always 

supporting individuals and families. Thank you 

Autism Ontario!
- Parent in Windsor

“
“
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Every year on April 2nd, our Raise the Flag campaign, through the 

simple act of raising a flag,  families, schools, communities, government, 

and professionals across Ontario unite in recognizing World Autism 

Awareness Day, and in bringing to light to struggles and triumphs 

of people on the autism spectrum.  Approximately 400 schools and 

organizations participated in Raise the Flag this year.

World Autism Awareness Day 2019:  
Raise the Flag

The Year in Review

http://www.autismontario.com
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Our Chapters 
Autism Ontario’s Chapters, led by dedicated volunteers, and working with their local Service Navigators, 

continue to work in their communities across the province, providing connection and support to people 

with autism, their families and caregivers.  

Central West Pilot Project
Autism Ontario amalgamated its Chapters in the Central West Region (Halton, Peel, Hamilton, 

Wellington, and Waterloo) on April 1st, 2019 to start a regional pilot project.  This is a large geographic 

area with varying demographics and family make-up, so our staff and volunteers have been working 

hard to create consistency of events, programs, and services within the community. Consultation from 

our members has helped shape the structure of the pilot project, with two staff positions supporting 

fundraising, volunteers, and local programming.  

The first year of our pilot was a huge success! As our volunteer base grew from 18 to 72 (and 

counting), we established different committees that work with our staff to provide local support.  These 

committees are made up of parents, students, self advocates, professionals, and much more. This diverse 

group of individuals is hard at work coming up with creative ways to support underserved communities 

and spread the good work of our organization to thousands of families in Central West. 
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Our Volunteers
Autism Ontario’s volunteers continued to be our source of strength in 2019-2020. Through volunteer 

efforts and their participation in Chapter Leadership Councils and as SEAC representatives, they 

continued to work to make autism matter in Ontario this past year. Thank you to our volunteers across 

the province for their time, commitment, talent and energy they have continued to share with our 

organization throughout the years.  

Volunteering means being able to create a lasting impact on another person’s life. I find that as people we do 

not exist solely for ourselves. Rather, our lives are shared with other.

 - Jasmeet Chahal, Volunteer, Autism Ontario Central West

“
“

Service Navigation
The year 2019-2020 witnessed the successful 

merging and alignment of the Potential Program with 

the Service Navigation program, with 19 new Service 

Navigators being hired across all regions, providing 

bilingual access in each area.  Our Service Navigators 

provided families with information on the Ontario 

Autism Program (OAP), and the Childhood Budget, 

and Interim One Time Funding Programs, and 

connected them to local resources. 

In the first quarter, 403 families connected with their 

local Service Navigator, either through completing 

the form on our website or through one of our Intake Specialists. By the end of the fourth quarter, this 

number rose to 1173 families, representing a 191.06% increase. 

http://www.autismontario.com
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Of all our programs offered in the past year, our Social Learning Opportunities (SLOs) were a strong 

favourite, with an average  90% of participants, stating the event they attended, over the first three 

quarters before the COVID-19 lockdown, met or exceeded expectations. 

In the final quarter of the year, with the onset of the 

pandemic, our Service Navigators had to pivot sharply, 

excelling in finding new ways to deliver programs and 

services, even as the landscape shifted under their feet.   

The year also saw the production of a series of 

successful webinars, including “Why and Where Culture 

Matters for Families with ASD” and “Learn to be a 

Savvy Consumer of Autism Services.” The first quarter 

saw engagements by a total of 373 unique viewers. By 

Thanks Autism Ontario and Dr. Mohammad Zubairi for a wonderful webinar on the role of culture in working 

with diverse children with autism and their families.“ “

French Language Services
For the first time since hiring our first Francophone staff member almost fifteen years ago, we are at 

full complement for French designated positions. Every region of the province has a bilingual Service 

Navigator with additional French language support at the provincial level. Online resources available for 

the Francophone autism community continue to grow. In addition to French workshops and webinars, 

supporting materials for all webinars are available in French, facilitating implementation for Francophone 

participants. Partnerships have also allowed translation and training for proven programs for autistic 

children, youth and adults as well as caregivers. This is exciting for the Francophone autism community! 

- Viewer of “Why and Where Culture Matters for families with ASD” webinar

March Break and Summer One-to-One  
Reimbursement Fund

the end of the fourth quarter, this rose to 2048 unique viewers, representing a 449% increase. 

Our March Break and Summer Funding program 

continues to be highly valued by families looking 

to access programs in their communities. These 

important financial subsidies give children 

opportunities to be included in a camp or other 

social experience that may not otherwise have 

happened due to financial restraints and/or 

inadequate autism-related support.

I attended the gingerbread decorating with my 

daughter and son this year and it was perfect.
- Parent in Simcoe 

“ “
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We established a list of online 

resources that families and caregivers 

could use during that time.

Our COVID-19 Response:  
Supporting Our Communities
The impact of COVID-19 has changed the way teachers, students, and parents and caregivers interact. 

When schools, libraries, and recreation centres were shuttered in March of 2020, parents took on the 

role of educators as best they could amidst the unprecedented world-wide lockdown. For students on 

the autism spectrum and their parents and caregivers, the adjustment was even more pronounced as 

routines were upended, and many families found themselves struggling. 

During the pandemic’s onset, we conducted a brief survey in English and French to determine what 

services we could offer to help families and caregivers of children on the spectrum, as well as adults on 

the spectrum.  Autism Ontario used the results to inform our ongoing response and communications 

with our stakeholders. 

Our Service Navigators expanded 

our outreach program to include 

email, video and phone meetings.

We supported our communities with 

at-home supports and activities ranging 

from camp-in-a-box to baking kits.

I am thrilled with the generosity today! We got our painting kits hand delivered by Crock a Doodle!!!! What 

beautiful, beautiful kits! Thank you from the bottom of our hearts. It will make their weekend and be a lovely 

addition to their Easter baskets!
- Family in East Region“

“

During 2019-2020, Autism Ontario launched and 

hosted the Ontario Autism Program (OAP) Provider 

List. The Ontario Autism Program (OAP) Provider 

List is a listing of Clinical supervisors of behavioural 

services funded through the Ontario Autism Program 

(including behavioural services purchased using 

childhood budgets or interim one-time funding).  The 

OAP Provider List is a publicly available database which 

OAP Provider List Rollout

has grown to include over 200 clinicians providing ABA services across Ontario.  

For up-to-date information on the OAP Provider List, go to:  

https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-autism-program-information-practitioners#section-3 

http://www.autismontario.com
https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-autism-program-information-practitioners#section-3  
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Adult Services
In 2019, thanks to the Public Health Agency of 

Canada’s (PHAC) Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Strategic Fund, and our partnership with 

Canadian Mental Health Association Ontario 

Division, we began to offer our Mental Health 

Matters initiative for adults on the autism 

spectrum and their caregivers. 

Together, we successfully adapted, trained 

facilitators, and delivered:  

• Mood Walks, guided nature hikes for 

individual or whole family enjoyment for self-

care and mental wellness, 

• Living Life to the Full (LLTTF), a mental 

health promotion course consisting of 

eight group sessions based on Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy (CBT) principles for autistic adults and their caregivers.  Autism Ontario 

produced an adaptation of the facilitator approach in consultation with autistic adults to make the 

course more accessible and relevant to the participants, and trained 23 facilitators to deliver the 

program across Ontario.  We are working with SAAAC (South Asian Autism Awareness Centre) to 

develop a Tamil translation of the LLTTF curriculum to serve that community.

Ottawa Adult Autism Initiative 
 Autism Ontario is partnered with key stakeholders 

in the Ottawa area, including autistic adults, family 

members of people on the spectrum, and community 

service professionals under the Ottawa Adult Autism 

Initiative, to conduct focus groups and produce an 

online survey reflecting the local autistic community’s 

ideas, desires, and service requirements. We are 

funded to complete this community gap analysis and 

consultation through an Ontario Trillium Foundation 

Seed Grant. 

Autism Ontario continued to support autistic youth and adults as they transitioned to adulthood, post-

secondary education or required funding for greater involvement in recreation, learning or volunteerism 

in their communities through our Building Brighter Futures Fund, Education Scholarships, and the David 

Conforti Reach for the Stars Volunteer Award.

We continue to work closely with MacART (McMaster Autism Research Team) to evaluate the adaptation 

of both programs, their relevance, and participant experiences.  

Our Chapters across the province also ran events for autistic adults including cooking and art classes, 

bowling, movie nights, game nights, and local outings. 
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449% 

in webinar 

viewership 

Q1-Q4

Autism Ontario by the 
Numbers

1,740 

families with 

Non English/Non 

French languages 

spoken at home 

Q1-Q4 
440.37%

3,889 

new families  

served Q1-Q4
191.06% 

1,029 

events held

29 

webinars 

screened

500 

Summer Support 

Funding applicants 

reimbursed 

19 

Service  

Navigators

263 

Francophone 

families served 

Q1-Q4 
378.18%

March Break Camp 

Funding applicants 

reimbursed

1,800 

http://www.autismontario.com
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22

autistic adults awarded $500 

each through the Building 

Brighter Futures Fund, to 

puruse a variety of recreational, 

vocational, or leisure activities

7 

Eleanor Ritchie Education 

Scholarships awarded to 

autistic individuals entering 

their first year of post-

secondary education

1 

McDonald Family Educational 

Scholarship rewarded to a child 

of an autistic parent entering the 

first year of a post-secondary 

program

6 

recipients of the Jeanette Holden 

Educational Scholarship, for siblings 

of a person on the autism spectrum 

who are entering the first year of a 

post-secondary program 7 

Hollylynn Towie Scholarships 

awarded to autistic students 

in Durham Region to provide 

finanical assistance for post-

secondary education

1

David Conforti Reach for 

the Stars Award awarded 

to a volunteer who made 

a difference in their local 

autism community
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2019/2020 Financials
AUTISM SOCIETY ONTARIO
Statement Of Financial Position (from Audited Financial Statements 2019/2020)
March 31, 2020 with comparative figures for 2019

2020 2019

ASSETS Provincial Office Chapters Total Total

Current Assets  5,190,072  2,696,357  7,886,429  4,568,489

Long Term Investments - -   292,630

 5,190,072  2,696,357  7,886,429  4,861,119

Capital Assets  222,344 411  222,755  159,227

 $5,412,416  $2,696,768  $8,109,184   $5,020,346

LIABILITIES AND FUND BALANCES
Current Liabilities 2,379,125 138,803 2,517,928 794,051

Deferred Membership Fees 1,625 - 1,625 3,550

Deferred Capital 

Contributions

 171,588 - 171,588 107,658

Fund Balances:
Unrestricted 1,829,779 2,003,865 3,833,644 2,945,308

Restricted 1,030,299 554,100 1,584,399 1,169,779

$5,412,416 $2,696,768 $8,109,184 $5,020,346

Statement Of Revenue and Expenses (from Audited Financial Statements 2019/2020)
Year ended March 31, 2020 with comparative figures for 2019

2020 2019

Provincial Office Chapters Total Total
Grant/Foundation Revenue 6,732,363 273,477 7,005,840 3,833,153

Fundraising/Event Revenue 648,118 1,228,771 1,876,889 2,023,435

Program/Service Revenue 193,326 440,100 633,426 581,382

Total Revenue $7,573,807 $1,942,348 $9,516,155 $6,347,970

Grant/Foundation Expense 6,727,428 411,450 7,138,878 4,296,241

Fundraising/Event Expense 163,539 263,351 426,890 568,659
Program/Service Expense 14,030 281,022 295,052 1,018,088

Administration Expense 167,921 184,458 352,379 416,932

Total Expense $7,072,918 $1,140,281 $8,213,199 $6,299,920

Excess of revenue over expenses 

(expenses over revenues) $500,889 $802,067 $1,302,956 $138,050

http://www.autismontario.com


Provincial Office & Chapters Consolidated 
2019/2020

Revenue

Grants
$7,005,840 (73%)

Fundraising
$1,876,889 (20%)

Programs
$633,426 (7%)

Expense

Grants
$7,138,989 (87%)

Fundraising
$426,890 (5%)

Programs
$295,052 (4%)

Admin
$352,379 (4%)



Photos included in this report graciously supplied from various approved sources 
and with the consent of the families represented. 
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