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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report explores how learning continued 
in Ontario’s independent schools during the 
continuous and disruptive school closures of 
the 2020–21 school year. It also investigates the 
financial, promotional, and business impact of 
these disruptions.

CONTEXT

Ontario experienced two waves of high 
COVID-19 infection rates during this time 
period—one beginning in September/October 
2020 and cresting in early January, and another 
beginning in early March 2021 and cresting in 
early April—resulting in a combined three to 
four months of remote learning (depending on 
the school and region) in the 2020–21 school 
year. (This does not include the previous school 
year’s months of remote learning, from March 
to September 2020.) Multiple school closures 
through the year, differing from region to region 
(and, in some cases, notice about impending 
closures given at the end of the school day, 
to be implemented the following day) meant 
that schools needed to navigate transitions 
exceptionally well, to have a solid plan in place 
covering multiple contingency plans, and to 
do so while providing solid curricular support, 
creative assessment, and meaningful social 
connection for students.

APPROACH

In May 2021, we surveyed school leaders from 
seventy independent schools affiliated with one 
Christian school association in Ontario (an 
83 percent participation rate). Of responding 
schools, almost three-quarters are elementary 
schools (71 percent), and just over three-
quarters (77 percent) have fewer than three 
hundred students.

RESILIENCE OF SECTOR

The survey finds that overall Christian 
independent-school enrolments increased in the 
sector over the previous year, led by elementary 
schools (70 percent experienced growth since 
fall 2020). However, twice as many secondary 
schools (60 percent) experienced enrolment 
decline as growth (30 percent), while JK–12 
(junior kindergarten to grade 12) schools had 
slightly more enrolment growth (50 percent) 
than decline (40 percent).

LEARNING CONTINUITY

When not in lockdown, the schools almost 
entirely provided face-to-face learning, except 
for families who particularly wanted remote 
learning (44 percent of schools provided this 
option). The schools went over and above 
public health orders in ensuring student 
and staff safety, through health and safety 
measures, scheduling modifications, space-
usage adjustments, and curtailing numerous 
non-academic activities.

During lockdowns, the secondary schools 
continued to offer all courses remotely, while 
elementary schools focused on literacy and 
numeracy, Bible, and social studies and science. 
It is notable that many schools reported 
providing regular physical packages of learning 
materials for their students—especially for 
younger students. Generally speaking, as 
students got older, they were engaged in more 
hours of synchronous learning per day, except 
in secondary school, where the majority of 
schools (52 percent) reported between just 
one to three synchronous instructional hours 
per day.
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Another critical area of insight relates to 
student support services (formerly, special 
education). Only one percent of surveyed 
schools discontinued these services, while 70 
increased or continued with the same level 
of support. (By contrast, local district school 
boards struggled to find staff to fill these 
positions, leaving students in the public system 
with limited options for continuing their 
education during lockdown periods.)

BUSINESS CONTINUITY

Independent schools in Ontario are unusual in 
that they do not receive government funding 
for the education they provide, unlike the 75 
percent of independent schools in Canada 
outside Ontario and the large majority of non-
government schools around the world.1 Instead, 
tuition and fundraising constitute the entirety 
of revenues. COVID made both difficult. 
Fully 60 percent of schools reported offering 
tuition assistance to families, and 64 percent 
either decreased fundraising sales and events or 
stopped them altogether. But interestingly, 76 
percent saw monetary donations either increase 
or continue as normal.

When asked about government assistance 
programs, 89 percent reported that they took 
part in the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy 
and 50 percent used the Canada Emergency 
Business Account.

Staffing needs varied considerably, depending 
on whether the schools were in government-
mandated lockdowns. When not in lockdown, 
at least 80 percent of schools in all categories—
elementary, secondary, and JK to 12—either 
increased staff or maintained staffing levels. 
But 56 percent had to make layoffs due 
to lockdowns.

1   See forthcoming Cardus costing study by D. Hunt, A. Momoh, and D. Van Pelt.

TOP CONCERNS

When asked about their top concerns, school 
leaders overwhelmingly pointed toward the 
effects that the school closures and remote 
learning had on their various stakeholders. 
Some of the highest levels of concern were 
related to student mental health and academic 
performance, and the stress levels, workload, 
and mental health of teachers and school leaders.

IMPLICATIONS

As with the emergency school closures in the 
spring of 2020, these independent schools 
showed an ability to transition quickly 
and nimbly between in-person and remote 
learning. They also showed an ability to adapt 
to the unique needs of their individual learning 
communities. School leaders were able to 
respond to local circumstances, student needs, 
and age ability of students, to form a type of 
education that worked for their school.

Whether the question is education delivery, 
community connection, or school operations, 
the story of Ontario’s Christian independent 
schools reveals resilience, agility, malleability, 
care, and resourcefulness. Overall, the findings 
point to a COVID success story. The generosity 
and adaptability of Christian independent 
schools and their communities are in part due 
to the autonomous nature of independent 
schooling in Ontario and may hold promise 
for future school design and delivery in other 
settings (including government-operated 
schools). However, the Ontario government’s 
failure to equitably support the health and safety 
of all students in the province is also highlighted 
in this report and cannot be dismissed in future 
reviews of government policy and action during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

2   P. Marcus, D. Van Pelt, and T. Boven, “Pandemic Pivot: Christian Independent Schooling During the Initial 2020 
Lockdown,” Cardus, 2021, https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/reports/pandemic-pivot/.

3   Office of the Premier, “Statement from Premier Ford, Minister Elliott, and Minister Lecce on the 2019 Novel 
Coronavirus (COVID-19),” Government of Ontario, March 12, 2020, https://news.ontario.ca/opo/en/2020/03/title.
html.

4   “Guide to Reopening Ontario’s Schools,” Ontario Ministry of Education, July 30, 2020, updated March 2, 2021, 
https://www.ontario.ca/page/guide-reopening-ontarios-schools.

5   Office of the Premier, “Ontario Announces Provincewide Shutdown to Stop Spread of COVID-19 and Save 
Lives,” Government of Ontario, December 21, 2020, https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/59790/ontario-announces-
provincewide-shutdown-to-stop-spread-of-COVID-19-and-save-lives.

Debate about governmental responses to 
the COVID-19 pandemic will continue for 
many years. In particular, the practices of 
closing specific sectors, limiting mobility, and 
implementing stay-at-home orders will be the 
subject of much scrutiny. The social, emotional, 
and economic implications will continue to be 
studied for years to come. This report builds 
on studies that have already been undertaken, 
through a quantitative and self-reporting study 
of a small group of Christian schools in Ontario 
concerning the 2020–21 school year. Data 
from this study can be fruitfully compared with 
data from an earlier study, completed during 
the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in spring 2020.2

In March 2020, schools in Ontario were faced 
with the notion of school closures for the first 
time in living memory.3 The province was 
in the preliminary stages of grappling with 
a pandemic for which non-pharmaceutical 
interventions, which were largely unheard-
of before, would become commonplace. On 
March 12, Ontario schools were ordered closed 
and remained closed through to the start of the 
2020–21 school year. On June 19, 2020, the 
Ontario government released its first version of 
its “Guide to Reopening Ontario’s Schools.”4 

This document, which has been revised a 
number of times since its initial release, 
provided guidance for Ontario schools to 
reopen for the 2020–21 school year, outlining 
the recommended and required health and 
safety precautions that schools in Ontario 
would need to take in order to operate. The 
precautions included daily screening, physical 
distancing, student cohorting, use of personal 
protective equipment, and were put in place to 
ensure that schools could continue to operate.

Ontario experienced two waves of high 
COVID-19 infection during this time period: 
one beginning in September/October 2020 
and cresting in early January 2021, and 
another beginning in early March 2021 and 
cresting in early April. During the first of these 
waves, schools stayed open in Ontario until 
their scheduled two-week Christmas break 
after December 17, 2020. On December 21, 
the Ontario Ministry of Education announced 
that schools would stay closed following the 
Christmas break and would not return to 
in-person learning until at least January 11, 
2021.5 On January 11, some Ontario school 
buildings were allowed to reopen, as Ontario 
took a regional reopening approach based on 
certain key public-health indicators. All schools 

https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/reports/pandemic-pivot/
https://news.ontario.ca/opo/en/2020/03/title.html
https://news.ontario.ca/opo/en/2020/03/title.html
https://www.ontario.ca/page/guide-reopening-ontarios-schools
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/59790/ontario-announces-provincewide-shutdown-to-stop-spread-of-COVID-19-and-save-lives
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/59790/ontario-announces-provincewide-shutdown-to-stop-spread-of-COVID-19-and-save-lives
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in all regions returned to in-person learning on 
February 16.6

On February 11, 2021, the government 
announced that the scheduled March break 
would be delayed until mid-April.7 While 
students in Ontario were out of school for the 
delayed spring break, it was announced that 
schools would not be returning to in-person 
classes following the break.8 Although schools 
continued to anticipate a return to in-person 
learning, the government announced on June 
2 that schools would continue with remote 
learning to the end of the school year.9

This report explores how learning continued in 
these independent schools during the school 
closures of the 2020–21 school year. It also 
investigates the financial, promotional, and 
business impact of these disruptions.

6   “Schools Return to In-Person Learning,” Ontario Ministry of Education, February 11, 2021, updated March 4, 
2021, http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/parents/returning-to-in-person-learning.html.

7   “Ontario Delays March Break in an Effort to Reduce Community Transmission of COVID-19,” Ontario Ministry 
of Education, February 11, 2021, https://news.ontario.ca/en/statement/60325/ontario-delays-march-break-in-an-
effort-to-reduce-community-transmission-of-COVID-19.

8   Office of the Premier, “Ontario Moves Schools to Remote Learning Following Spring Break,” Government of 
Ontario, April 12, 2021, https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/61106/ontario-moves-schools-to-remote-learning-
following-spring-break.

9   Office of the Premier, “Remote Learning to Continue across Ontario for the Remainder of School Year,” Government 
of Ontario, June 2, 2021, https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000251/remote-learning-to-continue-across-ontario-
for-the-remainder-of-school-year.

10   Based on the 2018–19 “Cash Basis Tuition Listing” from Edvance Financial Services “Cost Per Pupil” calculations.

11   D. Van Pelt, D. Hunt, and J. Wolfert, “Who Chooses Ontario Independent Schools and Why?,” Cardus, 
September 9, 2019, https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/reports/who-chooses-ontario-independent-schools-
and-why/; A. MacLeod, S. Parvani, and J. Emes, “Comparing the Family Income of Students in Alberta’s Independent 
and Public Schools,” Fraser Institute, October 2017, https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/comparing-
the-family-income-of-students-in-albertas-independent-and-public-schools.pdf; J. Clemens, S. Parvani, and J. Emes, 
“Comparing the Family Income of Students in British Columbia’s Independent and Public Schools,” Fraser Institute, 
March 2017, https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/comparing-family-income-of-students-in-BCs-
independent-and-public-schools.pdf

12   Van Pelt, Hunt, and Wolfert, “Who Chooses Ontario Independent Schools and Why?”

Christian independent schools in Ontario, 
like those in the Atlantic provinces, receive no 
government funding for operations or capital. 
This sets them apart from their counterparts 
in Quebec and to the west. On average, 96.6 
percent of revenue is derived from tuition and 
fundraising.10 According to previous research, 
families that choose Christian independent 
schools do not fit the elitist stereotype that 
many people may assume. Instead, they are 
largely middle-class families whose incomes 
and occupations are similar to those of other 
families who send their children to publicly 
funded schools.11 These families report choosing 
an independent school because “it is safe,” 
“instills confidence in students,” and “teaches 
students to think critically and independently.” 
In addition, families of religious independent 
schools report choosing them because they 
“support their values,” are engaged in “teaching 
right from wrong,” and reinforce “their faith or 
religious beliefs.”12

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/parents/returning-to-in-person-learning.html
https://news.ontario.ca/en/statement/60325/ontario-delays-march-break-in-an-effort-to-reduce-community-transmission-of-COVID-19
https://news.ontario.ca/en/statement/60325/ontario-delays-march-break-in-an-effort-to-reduce-community-transmission-of-COVID-19
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/61106/ontario-moves-schools-to-remote-learning-following-spring-break
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/61106/ontario-moves-schools-to-remote-learning-following-spring-break
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000251/remote-learning-to-continue-across-ontario-for-the-remainder-of-school-year
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000251/remote-learning-to-continue-across-ontario-for-the-remainder-of-school-year
https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/reports/who-chooses-ontario-independent-schools-and-why/
https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/reports/who-chooses-ontario-independent-schools-and-why/
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/comparing-the-family-income-of-students-in-albertas-independent-and-public-schools.pdf
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/comparing-the-family-income-of-students-in-albertas-independent-and-public-schools.pdf
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/comparing-family-income-of-students-in-BCs-independent-and-public-schools.pdf
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/comparing-family-income-of-students-in-BCs-independent-and-public-schools.pdf
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METHODOLOGY

SURVEY DESIGN

This report is based on data gathered 
and analyzed through an online survey. 
(Additional tables are provided in Appendix 
A.) This report’s authors developed an online 
questionnaire, and Edvance Christian Schools 
Association distributed it in May 2021. It 
was modeled on the “Pandemic Pivot” survey 
that Edvance launched in May 2020 and that 
Cardus published in June 2021.13 Like the 
first survey, this second one is adapted from a 
survey of Christian schools that was designed, 
administered, and reported on by the Association 
of Christian Schools International.14 Potential 
survey participants were the principals (or 
school heads or delegates) of the eighty-four 
schools affiliated with Edvance. Access was 
distributed by email on May 13, with a letter 
of explanation and invitation to participate. 
Three additional reminders were sent between 
May 13 and May 31. The questionnaire was 
closed at 11:59 p.m. on May 31, 2021. Survey 
limitations are discussed in Appendix B, and the 
full questionnaire can be found in Appendix C.

13   Marcus, Van Pelt, and Boven, “Pandemic Pivot.”

14   We are grateful to L.E. Swaner and ACSI-USA for permitting our use and adaptation of their survey. We have 
also modeled our report on their paper, which conveys and discusses their survey findings for Christian schools in 
their association (located mostly in the USA). See L.E. Swaner and M.H. Lee, “Christian Schools and COVID-19: 
2020-2021 School Profile,” Colorado Springs: Association of Christian Schools International, 2020.

PARTICIPATION RATE

The survey had a participation rate of 83 
percent. Of Edvance’s eighty-four schools, 
seventy participated in the survey. Fully 96 
percent of respondents identified themselves 
as principals, with 3 percent also identifying as 
teachers, and 4 percent identifying as “other” 
(interim principal, principal’s assistant, or 
administrative assistant). Table 1 shows the 
number of participants in each school-level 
type and the total number of schools at each 
level. Figure 1 shows the percentage breakdown 
of respondents by school type: elementary 
(typically JK–8), secondary (typically grades 
9–12), and elementary and secondary (typically 
JK–12).

TABLE 1. NUMBER OF SCHOOL PARTICIPANTS

Schools Surveyed Total Edvance 
Affiliates

Participation Rate

Elementary-only 50 60 83%

Secondary-only 10 11 91%

JK–12 10 13 77%

Total 70 84 83%

FIGURE 1. PARTICIPATION BY  
SCHOOL TYPE

Elementary-
only

Secondary-
only

JK–12

71%

14%

14%
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SCHOOL SIZE AND GRADE LEVEL

In fall 2020, the eighty-four schools had a 
combined enrolment of 15,130, rising to 
15,366 by spring 2021, with an overall median 
school enrolment of 149.5 students as of June 
2021. The participating schools were near 
representative of all Edvance-affiliate schools 
in terms of school size, with a median student 
population of 162.5 in fall 2020 and 166 in June 
2021. Respondents were also representative in 
terms of grade levels offered. 

Throughout this report, school size is defined 
in terms of student enrolment by head count. 
As shown in figure 2, just over one-quarter (26 
percent) of participating schools had fewer than 
100 students, just over one-third (34 percent) 
had 100–200 students, less than one-fifth 
(17 percent) had between 201–300 students, 
almost one-fifth (19 percent) had 301–400 
students, and only three schools (4 percent) 
had student enrolment over 400.

FINDINGS

SCHOOL ENROLMENT 

Respondents were asked to report their 
enrolment at time of survey completion. These 
data were compared to the enrolment data that 
schools submitted to Edvance at the beginning 
of the 2020–2021 school year. Seventy percent 
of elementary schools showed an increase from 

FIGURE 2. PARTICIPATION BY  
SCHOOL ENROLMENT
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the fall of 2020 to the spring of 2021, while 
half of JK–12 schools reported an increase. 
Seventy percent of secondary schools, on 
the other hand, reported either decreased 
or stagnant enrolment over the same time 
period (figure 3). In terms of actual aggregate 
enrolment numbers, Edvance schools who 
responded to this survey grew by 236 students 
(1.6 percent) from September 2020 to the time 
of survey close.

Elementary schools saw an increase in enrolment 
far above that of secondary or JK–12 schools. 
Perhaps this was due to these elementary 
schools providing a dynamic, engaging 
program that parents felt was missing in their 
previous school environment. Or, perhaps the 
secondary offerings were seen as equal to that 
of other school sectors, and parents made the 
choice to move to a tuition-free education given 
this perceived parity. There were also fewer 
international students in the 2020–21 school 
year, due to travel restrictions. The portion of 
international students would have been larger 
in secondary than in elementary, which might 
also contribute to the enrolment drop.

EDUCATION DELIVERY WHEN 
NOT IN LOCKDOWN

Half of respondent schools offered some type 
of remote learning for their students during 
normal face-to-face learning times, either 
primarily in-person with remote as an option 
(44 percent), or fully blended (7 percent). 
Nearly half (46 percent) of respondent schools 
offered only in-person instruction in 2020–21. 
No schools offered strictly remote learning in 
any category (figure 4).

Survey participants indicated that a large 
percentage of their school year was spent in-
person. Forty-six percent of elementary schools 

FIGURE 4. DELIVERY OF EDUCATION 
WHEN NOT IN LOCKDOWN
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delivered only face-to-face learning, and 
another 46 percent focused primarily on in-
person learning but offered an online option 
even when school buildings were open. They 
saw a need to focus on keeping elementary 
students engaged with face-to-face learning, 
when possible. A hybrid system was more 
common for older students. As such, it is 
not surprising that secondary schools, at 60 
percent, were the most likely to have some 
students opting for remote learning amid a 
primarily face-to-face school orientation. Those 
schools that did offer a hybrid or completely 
virtual option did so based on specific student/
family preference to participate in remote 
learning during the pandemic. The remaining 
40 percent of secondary schools offered only 
in-person instruction. Exactly half of JK–12 
schools offered only face-to-face instruction, 
20 percent were primarily in-person with the 
option of remote learning for those desiring it, 
and 20 percent blended in-person and remote 
learning for all students.

SCHEDULING WHEN NOT IN 
LOCKDOWN

Respondents were asked to choose from a list 
of scheduling modifications that was based 
on provincial and local recommendations and 
requirements. Among all school types, the most 
frequent scheduling modification was using 
cohorts of student groups (figure 5). Fully 100 
percent of elementary schools implemented this 
precaution, whereas 90 percent of secondary 
schools and 90 percent of JK–12 schools did 
so. Less frequently, schools implemented 
measures such as staggered schedules, 
concurrent instruction, and reduction of rotary 
classes. Least frequent among all school types 
was modifying start times and alternating 
schedules, which was mostly implemented by 
JK–12 schools.

Overall, schools used a variety of techniques 
and approaches to improve buildings safety for 
their staff and students. The items outlined in 
the province’s re-opening plan were followed, 
as they were appropriate to each school, with 
student cohorts being utilized through almost 
all schools. The real story is in the “other” 
section, which details measures that schools 
took that were not listed and were outside the 
provincial parameters to make schools safe. 
List 1 demonstrates that independent schools 
have a nimbleness not afforded to public school 
boards, because independent schools can be 
responsive to their school culture, location, 
and in this case even specific COVID-19 
threats on an individual school basis. It also 
demonstrates schools’ creativity in addressing 
specific problems. Provincial policy, and even 
policy of local school boards that apply district-
wide, prevent or impede schools’ ability to 
make decisions that work for them but might 
not work for another school, even if they are 
located nearby.

HEALTH AND SAFETY WHEN NOT 
IN LOCKDOWN

We asked respondents to identify the 
precautions that they took that exceeded 
provincial and regional regulations. The most 
common additional precaution was the regular 
sanitization of shared materials, with 89 
percent of all schools reporting this precaution 
(figure 6). Most schools (84 percent) asked 
their employees to wear personal protective 
equipment that exceeded provincial and 
regional standards. Interestingly, elementary 
schools were far more likely (72 percent) to 
reduce their class sizes than were secondary 
schools (50 percent) and JK–12 schools (60 
percent). Although some additional health and 
safety precautions were not requirements for 
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FIGURE 5. SCHEDULING MODIFICATIONS, NOT IN LOCKDOWN
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FIGURE 6. HEALTH AND SAFETY 
MODIFICATIONS, NOT IN LOCKDOWN
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LIST 1. OTHER SCHEDULING 
MODIFICATIONS.

•	 Smaller classes/cohorts;

•	 Early dismissal to allow for carpool 
traffic;

•	 Rotation of classes, with teachers 
rotating rather than students;

•	 Staggered recess times and 
washroom breaks;

•	 Additional recesses to give students 
a break from masks;

•	 Increased recess spaces to 
accommodate individual cohorts;

•	 Reduced school week, with some 
subjects done at home with family;

•	 Shorter school day for all students;

•	 All secondary students taking four 
courses and attending in person 
(with students rotating turns in 
a supervised overflow classroom 
when the room capacity does 
not accommodate the number of 
students in the class);

•	 Shorter in-school hours daily, with 
a block of asynchronous time daily 
done away from school;

•	 Live subject stream into classrooms 
instead of rotary.
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schools to implement, many schools chose to 
take these extra precautions.

Respondents were also given the option to state 
other safety precautions not listed as part of the 
survey. These answers varied but demonstrate 
again the ability of individual schools to 
respond in a nimble, creative manner based 
on their needs, the resources that they had 
available, and the ability to reallocate funds or 
materials in a way that was most useful to them.

SPACE USAGE WHEN NOT IN 
LOCKDOWN

We asked respondents to indicate space-use 
modifications in their buildings, by choosing 
from a pre-populated list. Fully 100 percent 
of secondary schools used designated routing 
of students, lunch time modifications, and 
modifications to group gatherings. Almost 
all elementary schools made changes in how 
a space was used (98 percent) and modified 
group gatherings (98 percent). All school types 
limited visitors to campus (figure 7).

This section’s findings highlight the benefits of 
regional and even individual school autonomy. 
Survey participants were able to implement 
the safety protocols outlined by government 
officials and local public health units and 
also implement additional protocols to 
ensure that both staff and students were kept 
healthy. Survey participants were also able to 
highlight precautions that fell outside official 
recommendations. This list shows that schools 
were able to respond to the needs and culture 
of each specific school and, to a large extent, 
had the ability to allocate funds to make 
those adaptions.

ACTIVITIES WHEN NOT IN 
LOCKDOWN

The response to the question, “How have 
COVID-related modifications impacted the 
student activities?” highlights the pandemic’s 

“When our public health nurse came 
to do an in-person school visit, she 
was very happy with our school. 
She said we were doing everything 
we needed to do to stay safe and 
that she loved seeing how happy the 
children were! One of our classes 
made thank-you cards for her for 
helping our school stay safe during 
the pandemic and posted them on 
their classroom door. I brought her 
to the doorway of each classroom 
and introduced her and gave time 
for the students to ask questions 
about COVID or about our safety 
protocol. It was a very encouraging 
experience!”

“Along with the rest of the province, 
our school has had to face many 
challenges this past year adjusting 
to the many COVID protocols. We 
worked hard as a community to 
focus on the silver linings. Some of 
the COVID-19 protocols required 
us to make changes that we would 
not have thought to do otherwise 
... and they were good changes that 
we will likely not change if things 
go back to ‘normal.’”
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FIGURE 7. SPACE-USAGE MODIFICATIONS, NOT IN LOCKDOWN
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toll on extra-curricular programs. Survey 
participants indicated that 93 percent of 
schools had outdoor sports either cancelled or 
negatively impacted. Almost all (96 percent) had 
indoor sports cancelled or negatively impacted, 
and 91 percent had arts programs cancelled 
or negatively impacted. Unsurprisingly, 96 
percent of schools indicated that student trips 
were either cancelled or negatively impacted. 
Community service, religious services, and 
student clubs were also either cancelled or 
negatively impacted in the majority of schools 
(figure 8).

15   People for Education, “Missing Out: The Visible and Invisible Loss of Extracurricular Activities,” April 18, 2021, 
https://peopleforeducation.ca/our-work/missing-out-the-visible-and-invisible-loss-of-extracurricular-activities/.

These results are not surprising, but they do 
pose the question, What does this mean for 
our students? The Ontario COVID-19 Science 
Advisory Table described some of the effects 
that school closures had on students. One of 
the things they noted apart from the direct 
impact on education was the effect that the lack 
of extra-curricular activities had on students. 
They noted:

“Data from People for Education15 show the 
vast majority of schools offered no sports, 
clubs and co-curricular activities at elementary 

FIGURE 8. IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCHOOL ACTIVITIES, NOT IN LOCKDOWN
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and secondary levels in 2020–21, even where 
in-person schooling continued, compared to 
90 percent of schools offering these broader 
opportunities in previous years. There is a strong 
body of literature associating these activities 
with social emotional skill development, 
more physical activity, and higher levels of 
engagement in school.

“A number of pieces of evidence suggest 
adverse health impacts on children during 
COVID-19, although not directly linked 
to school disruption. Cross-sectional survey 
evidence shows a decline during the lockdowns 
in children’s levels of physical activity.”16

GRADUATION

When respondents were asked about graduation 
plans, 60 percent of secondary schools indicated 
that they had a hybrid plan for graduation, 
with 10 percent of elementary, secondary, and 
JK–12 schools going completely virtual (figure 
9). Many schools indicated that they had not 
finalized plans for graduation at the time of the 
survey. It is important to note that this survey 
was completed before the province indicated 
that in-person graduations would be permitted. 
When this news was announced, many schools 
shifted to some form of outdoor, in-person 
graduation plan. Variations of plans are due 
to the specific requirements of local public 
health units. This is another example of how 
local autonomy and a human-scale education 
system provides for diversity and adaptability, 
which allows schools to respond to their unique 
situation and school culture.

16   Ontario COVID-19 Science Advisory Table, 
“COVID-19 and Education Disruption in Ontario: 
Emerging Evidence on Impacts,” June 4, 2021, 
updated June 16, 2021, https://doi.org/10.47326/
ocsat.2021.02.34.1.0.

FIGURE 9. GRADUATION PLANS (FOR 
JUNE 2021, AS OF MAY 2021)
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REMOTE LEARNING

SUBJECT AREAS OFFERED
Survey participants were asked to indicate what 
impact remote learning had on their academic 
program offerings. Secondary schools reported 
that they were able to offer 100 percent of 
their program. Elementary schools focused on 
numeracy and literacy (100 percent), Bible (98 
percent), and social studies and science (95 
percent). Most elementary schools reported 
offering music and the arts (73 percent), while 
approximately half (53 percent) continued 
with physical education (figure 10). Given 
the opportunity to comment further on other 
courses, subjects, and activities offered at the 
elementary-school level, schools reported 
courses in computer, media, health, and 
French, morning meetings, closing circles, 
and more. In all, learning included more than 
literacy and numeracy.

REMOTE LEARNING TOOLS
Respondents were asked to choose, from a pre-
populated list, which learning tools they used 
during remote learning. Video conferencing 
was the most popular tool, with 100 percent 
of JK–SK (senior kindergarten), grades 1–3, 
and secondary students using it. Grades 4–6 
had a 95 percent usage, and grades 7–8 had 

FIGURE 10. SUBJECT AREAS OFFERED IN REMOTE LEARNING
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a 98 percent usage. Secondary schools were 
the largest group to use an online learning 
management system (LMS), with 90 percent 
of respondents indicating that they had such 
a program in place. Elementary schools took 
a staggered approach, with a 41 percent LMS 
usage rate for JK–SK, a 64 percent usage rate 
for grades 1–3, a 90 percent usage rate for 
grades 4–6, and a 95 percent usage rate for 
grades 7–8. Fully 93 percent or more of all 
age groups, except preschool, used some type 
of synchronous class meetings (table 2). The 
number of schools using synchronous learning 
did not change much between the spring of 
2020 and the spring of 2021.

Notably, many schools provided regular 
physical packages of learning materials for their 
students. This service declined in frequency the 
higher the grade and thus was most frequent 
in JK–SK, for which 93 percent of schools 
reported providing this, followed by 81 percent 
for grades 1–3 and 75 percent for grades 4–6.

SYNCHRONOUS LEARNING
To determine how many hours of synchronous 
learning schools engaged in with their students, 
respondents were asked to choose from a list of 
hour increments, broken into grade divisions. 
There was much variation among grade levels. 
Generally speaking, as students got older, they 
were engaged in more hours of synchronous 
learning per day. This is shown mostly plainly 

TABLE 2. USE OF REMOTE LEARNING TOOLS

Preschool JK–SK Grades 
1–3

Grades 
4–6

Grades 
7–8

Secondary

Video conferencing service 13% 100% 100% 95% 98% 100%

Synchronous class meetings 13% 93% 93% 98% 98% 95%

Learning management 
system

0% 41% 64% 90% 95% 90%

Student collaboration 0% 30% 47% 69% 78% 85%

Synchronous individualized 
student support

0% 72% 76% 76% 75% 80%

Teacher-recorded videos 25% 80% 81% 71% 62% 85%

Regular delivery or pick-up 
of physical packages

13% 93% 81% 75% 60% 45%

Other digital curriculum 
resources

13% 35% 45% 58% 57% 50%

Project-based or service-
based learning

13% 19% 24% 34% 40% 55%

Other digital assessment 
and communication 
platform

25% 61% 50% 31% 18% 20%

Online curriculum provider 0% 0% 2% 3% 17% 50%

Other 13% 6% 5% 5% 5% 5%

None 25% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
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17   Note: Preschool is not included in figure 11. Fully 
100% of preschool students at respondent schools 
experienced less than one hour per day of synchronous 
learning when remote.

18   Ontario Ministry of Education, “Policy/Program 
Memorandum No. 164,” August 13, 2020, http://www.
edu.gov.on.ca/extra/eng/ppm/164.html.

19   Government of Ontario, “Reopening Ontario (A 
Flexible Response to COVID-19) Act, 2020, Ontario 
Regulation 278/21,” April 14, 2021, https://www.
ontario.ca/laws/regulation/r21278.

in figure 11,17 where one-quarter of schools 
(25 percent) reported four to five hours for the 
grades 7–8 students, while only 6 percent of 
schools reported four to five hours in grades 
1–3. It is interesting to note, however, that this 
pattern drops off dramatically at the secondary 
school level, where the majority of schools (52 
percent) reported between one and three hours.

The public system mandated 225 minutes of 
online learning a day, regardless of age, grade, 
or perceived ability to work independently.18 
Independent schools tried to respond to 
concerns about screen time, attention span 
of younger students, and their school culture. 
This may account for the wide variability in the 
amount of synchronous learning.

STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES
Schools were permitted to “provide in-person 
instruction to pupils with special education 
needs who cannot be accommodated through 
remote learning.”19 Schools used discretion 
regarding which students would be able to 
access in-person support versus other methods 
of support. For students who required 
specialized support and were unable to receive 
in-person assistance, we asked schools to choose 
how they continued these services. Over one-
third of schools (37 percent) responded that 
support services were continuing virtually at 
the same level of support, while another third 

FIGURE 11. HOURS PER DAY OF 
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LOCKDOWNS
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(33 percent) responded that these support 
services were continuing virtually but with 
an increased level of support. A minority of 
schools responded that their support decreased 
(13 percent) or discontinued (1 percent) 
(figure 12).

Schools were also asked to report if they offered 
in-person student support services during 
lockdowns. Over three-quarters (76 percent) 
of schools did so, with 79 percent and 80 
percent of elementary-only and secondary-only 
schools, respectively, offering this service (figure 
13). Fully 421 students with support services in 
responding schools received in-person support 
while schools were closed during lockdowns.

We know anecdotally that although in-person 
support was promised by the Minister of 
Education, local school boards indicated that 
they could not find staff to come in and fill 
these positions, leaving parents and students 
with limited options for continuing their 
education during lockdown periods.

COMMUNITY CONNECTION
When asked about what types of regular 
feedback mechanisms the schools put in place 
for a variety of stakeholders, elementary and 
JK–12 schools were far more likely to have 
some kind of system in place. Sixty percent 
of secondary schools reported having none 
of the listed feedback mechanisms in place. 
Elementary schools and JK–12 schools 
prioritized feedback mechanisms for families 
(84 percent and 80 percent, respectively) 
and instructional staff (72 percent and 100 
percent, respectively). They were less likely to 
have feedback mechanisms in place for “other 
staff” and “donors / supporting community” 
(figure 14).

FIGURE 12. STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES 
DURING LOCKDOWNS
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We asked survey participants how they stayed 
connected to their school community. Fully 
100 percent of secondary and JK–12 schools 
used regular email from school leadership, and 
96 percent of elementary schools did so (figure 
15). Other ways that schools stayed connected 
were virtual chapels, phone calls to families, 
and social media. In addition to the list that 
the survey provided, respondents described 
other ways that they stayed in touch with the 
school community. The variety of methods 
enabled them to communicate in ways that 
made sense for their school population, student 
base, and school culture. It also allowed schools 
to provide real-time updates as they responded 
to changes in government requirements, even 
as these changes happened on a daily basis.

TUITION

Fourteen percent of participants indicated that 
they had provided some form of partial tuition 
relief or rebate (figure 16). Most schools, 
however, continued their practice of offering 
financial assistance to those most in need. Sixty 
percent of schools reported offering tuition 
assistance to their families (figure 17), with 79 
percent (figure 18) of those schools reporting 
that they assisted between one and five families. 
Two schools reported helping a high number, 
30 and 35 families. Overall, schools reported 
providing financial assistance to 248 families.

FIGURE 14. STAKEHOLDERS WITH WHOM SCHOOLS HAVE REGULAR FEEDBACK 
MECHANISMS IN PLACE

FIGURE 15. METHODS OF STAYING CONNECTED WITH ENROLLED FAMILIES DURING 
LOCKDOWNS
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FIGURE 16. PERCENTAGE OF SCHOOLS 
PROVIDING PARTIAL TUITION REFUNDS 
OR REBATES

FIGURE 17. PERCENTAGE OF 
PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS PROVIDING 
EMERGENCY TUITION RELIEF OR AID

FIGURE 18. FAMILIES PER SCHOOL RECEIVING EMERGENCY TUITION RELIEF OR AID 
(OF PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS OFFERING AID)
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ACCESSING GOVERNMENT 
PROGRAMS

Eighty-nine percent (62 out of 70 schools) took 
part in the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy, 
and 50 percent used the Canada Emergency 
Business Account. Only three schools (4 
percent) indicated that they had not made 
use of any government assistance (figure 19). 
Independent schools were very hesitant to apply 
for any funding from the federal government. 
When asked why, principals replied that they 
were afraid that the money would somehow 
be “clawed back” once the pandemic crisis was 
over, indicating fears of “strings attached.”

20   These counts and percentages are approximate and understated, as they do not necessarily account for laid-off bus 
drivers and other auxiliary staff.

STAFFING

In order to determine the effect that closures 
had on schools’ employment needs, we asked 
respondents to answer a number of questions 
related to staffing needs before and after the 
closures. A large majority (80–90 percent, 
depending on school type) reported that when 
not in a period of school closure, their staffing 
needs either increased or did not change (figure 
20). Combined, schools reported a total of 97 
positions added. When asked whether school 
closures resulted in layoffs, however, over half 
(56 percent) of schools reported laying off staff 
(figure 21). At least 193 staff were laid off across 
all school types; elementary schools were most 
affected, with 144 staff laid off. Nine secondary 
school staff and forty JK–12 school staff were 
laid off (figure 22).20

FIGURE 19. SCHOOLS ACCESSING COVID-RELATED GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS
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FIGURE 21. PERCENTAGE OF SCHOOLS 
WITH LAY-OFFS DUE TO LOCKDOWNS

FIGURE 22. NUMBER OF STAFF LAID-OFF 
DUE TO LOCKDOWNS

FIGURE 20. STAFFING ADJUSTMENTS WHEN NOT IN LOCKDOWN
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FUNDRAISING AND DONATIONS

School fundraising activities were significantly 
affected during the 2021–22 school year. The 
area most negatively affected was fundraising 
sales and events; 64 percent of respondents 
reported that these either decreased or stopped 
altogether. Yet three-quarters of schools (76 
percent) indicated that monetary donations 
either increased or continued as normal. 
Independent schools are heavily dependent 
on fundraisers and philanthropy, and they 
needed to be nimble in their efforts. Principals 
gave many examples of how their fundraising 
efforts changed in response to the government 
restrictions. Many schools transitioned their 
usual live auction to a virtual event. Some 
created drive-through events. Others simply 
cancelled their events and made direct appeals 
instead. That only 21 percent of schools 
reported a decrease in monetary donations is 

a testament to the generosity of donors in this 
sector and to the creativity and nimbleness that 
independent schools can apply (figure 23).

It is worth noting that many of the in-kind 
donations reported were personal protective 
equipment, for which independent schools 
received no funding from the government.

“One of our donors gave $1,000 to 
every family new to our school this 
year, just to encourage and affirm 
their decision to send a child to our 
school and make that investment at 
a challenging time. This totalled 
$33,000 and was a tremendous 
blessing.”

FIGURE 23. COVID’S IMPACT ON FUNDRAISING
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When respondents were asked about where 
funds were needed the most, 49 percent said 
that the operating budget was their greatest 
need, with financial aid for families being the 
second greatest, at 39 percent. Only 13 percent 
of respondents indicated that they would 
use donations for purposes outside of their 
operating budget or financial aid (figure 24).

POTENTIAL POSITIVE IMPACTS

Although school closures and pandemic-related 
restrictions made many aspects of school more 
difficult, there were some positive impacts as 
well. We asked respondents to choose from 
a list of potential positive impacts and rate 
them on a Likert scale from Strongly Agree 
to Strongly Disagree. There were three key 
areas of positive impact that all respondents 
rated as Strongly Agree or Somewhat Agree: 
technology, innovation, and adaptability. First, 

schools became more adept at incorporating 
technology into school practices. Second, 
teachers developed innovative solutions to 
problems. And third, schools became more 
adaptable in responding to challenges. It is 
interesting that while 90 percent of schools 
reported having attracted positive attention 
in the community with respect to their re-
opening, only 44 percent of schools reported 
feeling better connected with their local 
community during the past year (table 3).

POTENTIAL CONCERNS

Although there were positive impacts arising 
out of COVID-19 restrictions, there were also 
areas of concern. Respondents were asked to 
rate statements of concern on a Likert scale 
from Very Concerned to Not Concerned. The 
area of greatest concern was the mental health 
of students, with 71 percent very concerned 

FIGURE 24. WHERE FUNDS ARE CURRENTLY MOST NEEDED FOR SCHOOLS
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and 26 percent at least somewhat concerned. 
Similarly, the second highest concern—at 
57 percent very concerned and 39 percent 
somewhat concerned—was the mental health of 
leaders, faculty, and staff. Also of high concern 
was teacher and staff workload, with 53 percent 
very concerned and 39 percent somewhat 
concerned. Most also reported some concern 
about student learning loss (i.e., falling behind 

academically), with specific concern that at-risk 
and under-resourced students may be falling 
further behind. Respondents’ lowest concern 
was that students might contract COVID-19 
(table 4). It is possible that respondents’ 
confidence in the efficacy of the precautions 
put in place at their schools decreased their 
concern about possible COVID-19 spread in 
their schools.

TABLE 3. POTENTIAL POSITIVE IMPACTS FROM COVID DISRUPTIONS 

Strongly 
Agree

Somewhat 
Agree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

Technology: We’ve become more 
adept at incorporating technology 
into our school practices.

81% 19% 0% 0%

Innovation: Our teachers have 
developed innovative solutions to 
problems.

71% 29% 0% 0%

Adaptability: The pandemic has 
made our school more adaptable to 
challenges.

57% 41% 1% 0%

Deeper Faith: As a school 
community, our faith and trust in 
God has deepened through this 
experience of COVID.

39% 50% 11% 0%

Public Relations: Our school has 
attracted positive attention in the 
community due to our re-opening 
practices.

30% 60% 9% 1%

Solidarity: We’ve worked closely 
with and learned from other schools 
during this time.

21% 60% 17% 1%

Curriculum Changes: We have 
changed the content and focus of 
what is taught.

14% 67% 13% 6%

Enrolment Growth: We’ve gained 
students we might not have, if it 
wasn’t for COVID.

9% 54% 26% 11%

Local Community: We’ve become 
better connected with our local 
community during this time.

7% 37% 49% 7%
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TABLE 4. POTENTIAL CONCERNS FROM COVID DISRUPTIONS 

Very 
Concerned

Somewhat 
Concerned

Somewhat 
Unconcerned

Not 
Concerned

Mental health of students 71% 26% 3% 0%

Mental health of leaders, 
faculty, and staff

57% 39% 4% 0%

Teacher and staff 
workload

53% 39% 7% 1%

At-risk and/or under-
resourced students 
falling further behind

49% 36% 11% 4%

Students falling behind 
academically

36% 54% 7% 3%

Community and 
relationship building

29% 49% 19% 4%

School leadership 
workload

29% 44% 24% 3%

School families 
struggling financially

21% 51% 24% 3%

Enrolment decline 17% 39% 31% 13%

Truancy (more dropouts 
or missing students)

16% 51% 24% 9%

Student inability to 
attend online due to 
insufficient access to 
technology

10% 49% 21% 20%

Drop in fundraising/
donor support

9% 41% 33% 17%

Leaders, faculty, or staff 
contracting COVID

9% 41% 33% 17%

Potential abuse in homes 7% 40% 33% 20%

Students contracting 
COVID

6% 34% 40% 20%

Adapting to changes in 
teaching practices

3% 59% 31% 7%

Collecting tuition 3% 44% 34% 19%
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These concerns are not unique to the 
independent school sector. The Ontario 
COVID-19 Science Advisory Table released a 
report in June 2021 that outlined many effects 
of school closures during the pandemic. They 
specifically noted:

“A number of pieces of evidence suggest 
adverse health impacts on children during 
COVID-19, although not directly linked 
to school disruption. Cross-sectional survey 
evidence shows a decline during the lockdowns 
in children’s levels of physical activity. Similarly, 
heightened mental health challenges have 
been identified among children during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Youth, aged 15–24 
years, saw the greatest declines in self-reported 
mental health of any age group. The percentage 
of young people who reported their mental 
health was excellent or very good dropped from 
60 percent to 40 percent between March 2019 
and July 2020.”21

FACULTY DEVELOPMENT AND 
SUPPORT

As noted above, respondents indicated that 
one of the positive outcomes of COVID-19 
restrictions was growth in teachers’ innovation, 
adaptability, and learning about technology. 
As figures 27–29 indicate, schools did not 
heavily invest in professional development to 
create these outcomes. Half of respondents, 
regardless of school type, decreased their 
professional development budget. Nearly 
one-fifth reallocated this budget elsewhere 
(figure 25).22 This may be explained by schools 

21   Ontario COVID-19 Science Advisory Table, 
“COVID-19 and Education Disruption in Ontario.”

22   In figure 25, schools could select more than one 
option, as, for example, expenditures could be constant 
(or reduced) and reallocated at the same time. Thus, 
sums may exceed 100 percent.

FIGURE 25. PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT EXPENDITURE CHANGES
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shifting their professional development to in-
house needs in relation to remote learning. 
Nearly three-quarters of respondent schools 
(74 percent) indicated that they shifted their 
focus toward learning how to teach effectively 
during COVID-19 (figure 26).

As teachers pivoted from in-person learning to 
remote learning and back again, many faced 
increased workload and stress. Respondents 
were asked about the extent to which they 
created intentional programs to support staff 
with stress, well-being, and mental health. 
Secondary schools appear to have led the way 
here, with 40 percent reporting that they had 
intentionally created programs to support staff. 
Overall, however, only one-fifth of schools (20 
percent) reported that they had intentionally 
created staff-support programs (figure 27).

FIGURE 26. COVID’S IMPACT ON 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PLANS
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Included in the Ontario COVID-19 Science 
Advisory Table’s report was the toll that school 
closures had on the teaching profession:

“A highly feminized workforce, educators as 
a group were particularly affected by caring 
responsibilities for their own children at 
home, while continuing to work. A national 
survey suggests that teachers have experienced 
considerable stress and burnout during 
COVID-19. There are further reports of teacher 
shortages resulting from leaves and attrition 
from the profession in light of COVID-19 
contexts. As a result of these shortages, 
exceptional measures such as allowing student 
teachers temporary teaching certificates, 
and in some cases, hiring non-teachers were 
undertaken. There may be long-term effects on 
the profession in terms of teacher supply.”23

While there is no shortage of supports for 
mental-health concerns available to schools, 
these were difficult to access during stay-at-

23   Ontario COVID-19 Science Advisory Table, 
“COVID-19 and Education Disruption in Ontario.”

home orders, lockdowns, and school closures. 
Surviving the burdens and impositions of each 
day, not thriving, was the focus during this 
challenging time. Additionally, the frequent and 
at times unexpected shift in government policies 
and regulations meant that administrators 
were focused on responding to these changes 
and informing the larger school community 
in a timely manner. There was not often time 
to walk through the changes and provide staff 
adequate planning or recovery time.

COVID-19 GUIDANCE SOURCES

When looking for guidance and direction 
regarding school-related COVID-19 decisions, 
schools had a few preferred sources. When asked 
to rate a number of sources on a four-choice 
scale from Very Influential to Not Sought/
Considered, school leaders found provincial 
guidelines, local health guidelines, and advice 
from Edvance Christian Schools Association to 
be the most influential (table 5). Local public 
school plans were the least influential source of 
guidance for school leaders.

Independent schools are not fully governed 
by the Ministry of Education in terms of day-
to-day operation, so what was done in public 
schools did not always apply to the schools in our 
survey. It also created an information vacuum 
when the Private Schools and International 
Education unit within the Ministry of 
Education did not relay specific independent-
school information until a day or two after the 
initial public-health announcement, by which 
time independent schools had often needed 
to proceed with important decisions, without 
details or clarity, in response to a government 
announcement to the general public.

“Our staff have come together to 
support each other in incredible 
ways. From the early days of the 
pandemic, where we had to figure 
out how to use Microsoft Teams, 
to supporting each other through 
mental health challenges. . . . 
COVID-19 has been a challenge but 
one that we have been able to face 
together as a team, and as a result 
it has definitely made our team 
stronger!”
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LOOKING AHEAD TO THE 2021–22 
SCHOOL YEAR

DELIVERY AND PROGRAM
School leaders were asked to think ahead to the 
2021–22 school year and describe what they 
believed would be the educational context and 
how they were planning for it. When asked 
about their plans for educational delivery, most 
schools (56 percent) were planning for in-
person instruction only. When disaggregated 
by school type, almost two thirds of elementary 
schools (62 percent) were planning for in-
person only, and 40 percent of secondary 
schools and JK–12 schools were planning 
this way. Some schools (40 percent) were 
planning for some level of remote learning, 
with secondary schools leading the way (60 

24   S. Jonas, “Ontario Schools to Stick with Online Learning for Now Despite Vaccines Coming for Youth,” CBC 
News, May 13, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-schools-remain-in-pandemic-mode-for-
now-1.6025774.

percent). No schools were planning for remote 
learning only, and just three percent of schools 
were considering a blend of in-person and 
remote learning (figure 28).

Much of the planning for the 2021–22 school 
year is contingent, awaiting the government’s 
specific COVID-19 restrictions. The Ministry 
of Education stated in May 2021 that all 
schools should plan for a multiple-scenario 
approach to September 2021, much like 
they did for September 2020.24 This type of 
ambiguity has left students, parents, teachers, 
and administrators feeling uncertain about the 
upcoming year. There is an underlying fear that 
the pandemic-pivot days of quick transition 
between remote and face-to-face learning 
are not over, despite currently low infection 

TABLE 5. GUIDANCE SOURCES USED IN MAKING COVID-RELATED DECISIONS

Very 
Influential

Somewhat 
Influential

Somewhat 
Uninfluential

Not Sought/ 
Considered

Provincial guidelines 87% 13% 0% 0%

Local health unit guidance 74% 20% 6% 0%

Edvance 54% 34% 10% 1%

Advice of medical 
personnel affiliated with or 
contacted by the school

26% 33% 23% 19%

Teacher/staff input 21% 64% 13% 1%

National guidance 21% 51% 16% 11%

Other independent 
schools’ plans

10% 60% 19% 11%

Parent/family input 10% 57% 29% 4%

Local public schools’ plans 10% 36% 40% 14%

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-schools-remain-in-pandemic-mode-for-now-1.6025774
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-schools-remain-in-pandemic-mode-for-now-1.6025774


37Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

numbers, high vaccination rates, and other 
positive public-health metrics.

SCHEDULING
Respondents were asked to predict what level 
of scheduling modifications they expected to 
be in place in September 2021. The majority 
(70 percent) believed that many of the current 
modifications would remain but would be 
scaled back. Some respondents believed that 
modifications would be eliminated entirely (14 
percent) or would stay approximately the same 
(11 percent) (figure 29).

SPACE USAGE
When asked about how they are planning 
for space usage and possible modifications 
needed, two-thirds of respondents (66 percent) 
believed that much would stay the same but 
with reduced modifications. Approximately 
one-fifth (19 percent) believed that nothing 
would change, and approximately one-eighth 
(13 percent) believed that all modifications 
would be eliminated entirely (figure 30).

We provided a number of options for school 
leaders to choose from, regarding how they 
were considering making changes to their 
instructional delivery in 2021–22. Half of 
all respondent schools (50 percent) were not 
planning to make any changes and were looking 
to return to regular face-to-face instructional 
delivery. Half of secondary schools, however, 
reported that they were planning to incorporate 
additional remote learning into their regular 
face-to-face program. Nearly one-third of 
secondary schools (30 percent) reported 
planning for a completely remote option for 
their international student program (table 6).

ANTICIPATED ENROLMENT
Respondents were asked to consider their 
present enrolment interest and projections 
compared to previous years. About one-sixth of 
schools (16 percent) indicated that their new-
student inquiries were lower than at the same 
time last year, and a near-identical 17 percent 
indicated that re-enrolment of current students 
is anticipated to be lower than at the same time 
in the previous year (figure 31).

FIGURE 28. PLANS FOR DELIVERY OF EDUCATION IN 2021–22
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FIGURE 29. SCHEDULING EXPECTATIONS 
FOR THE FALL

FIGURE 30. SPACE-USAGE 
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TABLE 6. CHANGES IN EXPECTED PROGRAM DELIVERY FOR 2021–22

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Incorporate additional remote 
learning into our face-to-face 
delivery

10% 50% 20% 17%

Offer a hybrid delivery program 8% 20% 20% 11%

Offer a completely online 
program for domestic students

0% 10% 0% 1%

Offer a completely online 
program for international 
students

0% 30% 20% 7%

Make additional investments in 
learning management system

22% 10% 10% 19%

Engage online curriculum 
provider(s)

2% 20% 10% 6%

Make additional investments 
in other digital curriculum 
resources

20% 0% 10% 16%

Make additional investments in 
other digital assessments and 
communications platforms

12% 0% 0% 9%

None. We plan to return to the 
delivery methods we had prior to 
COVID

52% 40% 50% 50%

Other 14% 20% 10% 14%

FIGURE 31. NEW STUDENT INQUIRIES AND RE-ENROLMENTS FOR 2021–22,  
ALL PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS
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Only 10 percent of secondary schools and 
12 percent of elementary schools anticipated 
lower enrolment in September 2021, whereas 
40 percent of JK–12 schools anticipated 
lower enrolment in the coming school year 
(figure 32).

Schools showed optimism about their 
enrolment if education returns to face-to-face 
learning at the beginning of 2021–22, with 
79 percent reporting that they expected their 
enrolment to increase in this scenario (figure 
33). Overall, September 2021 enrolment is 
expected to increase by 7 percent (900 students, 
in the schools surveyed).

PLANNING FOR 2021–22
School leaders were asked to estimate the extent 
to which certain areas of school life might 
change. The only area in which respondents 
expected significant upward change was in non-
academic offerings such as sports and extra-
curriculars. Over three-quarters (76 percent) 

FIGURE 32. ANTICIPATED ENROLMENT FOR 2021–22

FIGURE 33. ENROLMENT EXPECTATIONS 
FOR 2021–22 WITH REGULAR IN-PERSON 
LEARNING

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

P
ER

C
E

N
TA

G
E

 O
F 

P
A

R
TI

C
IP

A
N

TS

HIGHER THAN AT 
THIS TIME LAST YEAR

ABOUT THE SAME AS 
THIS TIME LAST YEAR

LOWER THAN AT THIS 
TIME LAST YEAR

Elementary Secondary TotalJK-12

48%

60%

20%

46%

40% 40% 40%

16%

39%

12%
10%

30%

Increase
Stay same

Decrease

79%

17%
4%



41Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

of respondents expected this area to either 
significantly or somewhat increase. For most 
other areas, respondents indicated that things 
would stay the same. Over one-quarter (27 
percent), however, expected that international 
student enrolment would decrease (table 7).

STORIES

Schools were offered the opportunity to share 
stories about how they and their community 
responded to the pandemic. Some of those 
stories have been quoted in this report. There 
were commonalities in the stories of generosity 
and adaptability.

GENEROSITY
The independent school sector bore the cost of 
safely educating students and operating healthy 
schools during a pandemic, without the 
provincial government support that the public 
and Roman Catholic separate school sectors 
received. Many schools made upgrades to 
buildings, rented additional space, or provided 
technology to families that needed it. They 
also often hired additional staff to cover hybrid 
models of learning, increased sanitization, and 
organized additional classes to follow cohorting 
guidelines. This was in addition to the costs of 
hand sanitizer, face masks, face shields, and 
other forms of personal protective equipment 

TABLE 7. EXPECTATIONS IN PLANNING FOR THE 2021–22 SCHOOL YEAR

Significantly 
Increase

Somewhat 
Increase

Same/No 
Change

Somewhat 
Decrease

Significantly 
Decrease

N/A

Non-academic offerings 
(e.g. extracurriculars, 
sports)

26% 50% 16% 9% 0% 0%

Campus footprint (e.g. 
buildings, portables)

6% 9% 83% 0% 0% 3%

Staff salary amounts 4% 61% 33% 0% 1% 0%

Student support service 
offerings

3% 30% 66% 1% 0% 0%

Support staff 1% 26% 64% 9% 0% 0%

Teachers and 
instructional staff

1% 23% 56% 20% 0% 0%

Class cohorts per grade 1% 17% 67% 11% 3% 0%

Employee benefit 
offerings (value and/or 
volume)

1% 7% 86% 1% 0% 4%

Grade levels offered 1% 6% 89% 1% 0% 3%

Academic options (e.g. 
courses, electives)

0% 27% 67% 0% 0% 6%

Managers and 
administrative staff

0% 14% 81% 4% 0% 0%

International students 0% 7% 27% 10% 17% 39%
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(PPE) implemented during this time. These 
increases in operating costs were coupled 
with some schools providing tuition relief to 
families adversely affected financially by the 
various lockdowns.

Fundraising sales and events were moved 
online or did not happen, due to restrictions on 
public gatherings. Even with these challenges, 
76 percent of respondents indicated that their 
monetary donations had either increased or 
remained the same as previous years, and 20 
percent reported their in-kind donations 
continued (an additional 4 percent saw 
increase). Schools noted that there was a shift in 
this category to more in-kind services donated 
(e.g., plumbing, electrical, landscaping), or 
they took the form of donated PPE. They 
also reported that community members 
offered rental space, PPE, or other items at a 
significant discount, which was not accounted 
for in our survey but mentioned in the “good 
news” stories at the end. For example, “Our 
community came together in a powerful way 
to support those families who identified a 
financial need. We set a goal of $100,000, and 
the community met it by donating $103,000.”

Also noteworthy were schools’ efforts to 
continue their philanthropic commitments 
to the broader community. One principal 
reflected on their event, saying,

“We held a food drive (looked a bit different 
due to COVID-19, obviously) this year in 
partnership with a local food bank. When we 
submitted the goods to this organization, they 
were so encouraged and thankful, as they stated 
that their donations are way down as we were 
the only school that did a food drive that year. 
We overwhelmed them with our generosity, and 
it made us reflective regarding how our other 
education partners removed some elements of 

their school years that drastically affected their 
community partners.”

ADAPTABILITY
Schools faced a daunting task in September 
2020. Schools were told to have three plans in 
place, to reflect three different scenarios that 
schools could face: 1) a normal school day with 
enhanced public health protocols, 2) cohorting 
and alternative day or weekly delivery, or 3) at-
home learning with enhanced remote delivery. 
In addition to the need for various reopening 
or transition plans, there were the expected 
protocols such as how to manage staffing and 
cohort dismissal if a case of COVID-19 was 
found in the school. Additionally, screening 
procedures and requirements changed as the 
school year progressed, meaning that schools 
had to adjust to new rules and keep their 
school community informed and up to date. 
Multiple school closures through the year, 
differing from region to region, and in some 
cases given at the end of the school day, meant 
that schools needed to navigate transitions 
exceptionally well, to have a solid plan in place 
covering multiple contingencies, and to do 
so while providing solid curricular support, 
creative assessment, and meaningful social 
connection for students. This is highlighted by 
one principal sharing,

“God amazingly provided space 
in the building next door to our 
school to allow for social distancing 
for our older grades this year. The 
commercial landlord donated a 
high percentage of the rent back to 
the school to meet us at the figure we 
could afford. What a blessing!”
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“We are grateful that we have been able to 
pivot quickly and efficiently. Our families 
have appreciated that we’ve been able to offer 
blended learning (during in-person classes) 
when symptomatic students had to spend 
blocks of time at home. We’ve loaned close to 
100 devices (iPads and Chromebooks) to our 
families so that we could build a synchronous 
learning school day model during ‘stay at 
home’ periods. Learning packet exchange 
days (Mondays) have become a highlight with 
our staff/leadership engaging in connecting 
conversations with families. The entire day is 
dedicated to face-to-face conversations about 
students and families.”

It should also be mentioned that schools 
needed to find alternate ways to communicate 
with families and the broader community. 
Access to the school building was limited in all 
schools that responded to the survey. Principals 
indicated that weekly emails, notes home, 
phone calls, and virtual chapel and parent-
teacher conferences, while not the normal way 
of communicating with families, saw some 
surprising benefits. List 2 shows the various 
ways that schools remained engaged.

This list demonstrates the variety of ways that 
schools were able to stay connected and the 
creative ways they were able to maintain their 
school culture and community during very 
challenging times.

Overall, the stories from our independent 
schools are ones of hope, perseverance, and 
civic responsibility. Schools moved forward 
with programs, developing new and innovative 
ways to teach and connect with their students. 
Communities came together in a time of crisis 
and supported those around them. Independent 
schools showed that they can rise to a challenge 
and come out stronger and with vitality.

LIST 2. SCHOOLS’ ENGAGEMENT 
METHODS FOR COMMUNICATING 
WITH THEIR COMMUNITY.

•	 Virtual membership meetings;

•	 Parent Alpha course (faith 
introduction);

•	 Daily school-wide morning 
announcements, and virtual read-
alouds, fitness fun, talent shows, 
and bingo games;

•	 Weekly newsletters;

•	 Regular email check-ins from 
principal and teachers;

•	 Social media posts to Instagram 
and Facebook;

•	 School-spirit competitions;

•	 Online family events;

•	 Celebration-of-learning website;

•	 Virtual volunteer appreciation 
event;

•	 Grandfriends Day video.
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SUMMARY, 
CONCLUSIONS, AND 
DISCUSSION

This paper reports the findings of a May 2021 
survey of school leaders in Ontario independent 
schools affiliated with Edvance Christian 
Schools Association (83 percent participation 
rate). Almost three-quarters of respondents 
were elementary schools (71 percent), and just 
over three-quarters (77 percent) have fewer 
than 300 students.

The survey finds that overall enrolments 
increased in the sector over the previous year. 
Although education was interrupted by two 
switches from in-person to remote learning, 
significant modifications were responsively 
made to the academic programs, to health and 
safety protocols, and to financial continuity 
within this sector. Despite the challenges of 

operating during a global pandemic, school 
leaders, educators, parents, board members, 
donors, and students responded together with 
creativity and speed—and look forward to the 
coming year with hope.

The analysis of the responses to questions on 
education delivery, community connection, 
and school operations combine to reveal a story 
of resilience, agility, malleability, care, and 
resourcefulness. The generosity and adaptability 
of the schools and their communities is in part 
due to the autonomous nature of independent 
schooling in Ontario and may hold promise 
for future school design and delivery in other 
settings (including government-operated 
schools). This report also briefly highlights 
the Ontario government’s failure to channel 
the allocated federal funds toward the health 
and safety of all students, including students 
in Ontario’s independent school sector. This 
fact cannot be dismissed in future reviews 
of government policy and action during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

AUTONOMY LEADS TO 
RESILIENCE AND AGILITY

Independent schools are by their very nature 
unique. While some, like those affiliated with 
Edvance, share common beliefs or values, 
each school has its own culture, traditions, 
community base, and method of operating. 
Independent schools have demonstrated the 
ability to be nimble in adapting to changes, 
whether these are needed to run the school more 
efficiently or arise from the need to adapt to 
changes in policy and procedure. Independent 
schools are able to do this because of the high 
level of autonomy they have.

Ontario independent schools have shown 
significant capacity to adjust their operations 
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to ever-changing regulations and expectations. 
Throughout this survey, evidence has been 
uncovered that this cohort of Christian schools 
are not only outwardly agile and nimble to 
changes within the educational landscape but 
also intentionally structured to do so.

An example of this agility can be found in the 
independent sector’s response to the provincial 
government’s allowance of in-person, outdoor 
graduation ceremonies as announced in early 
June 2021. Many respondents indicated that 
they had a number of plans in place, including a 
plan for in-person, outdoor graduations if they 
were permitted to do so. This may be compared 
to the apparent inability or unwillingness of 
Ontario’s publicly funded schools to rapidly 
alter graduation plans. A CTV News article 
quoted the Ontario Principals’ Council as 
saying,

“We are being asked to revert and pivot again, 
to cancel graduation plans already in place 
and organize outdoor events amid social 
distancing restrictions. . . . It is unrealistic and 
disrespectful to Ontario educators to expect 
such a considerable shift in planning at this 
point in the school year.”25

This is in direct contrast to the apparent 
readiness of independent schools in Ontario to 
change course, if permitted to do so. Thirty-
six percent of respondent schools stated that 
their plans were “still to be determined” as 
they awaited direction from the provincial 
government and local health organizations.

Further, schools were able to determine how 
to implement the provincial and public health 

25   N. Thompson, “Principals, School Boards Question Ontario’s Plan to Host Outdoor Graduations for All,” CTV 
News, June 3, 2021, https://toronto.ctvnews.ca/principals-school-boards-question-ontario-s-plan-to-host-outdoor-
graduations-for-all-1.5454793.

unit guidelines. They were able to make 
schedule changes that best suited their needs. 
They adapted traffic flow patterns, barriers, and 
entry and exit points based on what was best 
for the school community.

Tied in with the basic decision-making 
autonomy was the ability to allocate resources 
and funds to make their plans feasible. Public 
school principals have very little control about 
where or how money is allocated. So even 
when working in one geographic area or public 
health unit catchment, schools needed very 
different things to make their reopening plans a 
success. Some had older buildings that needed 
new or upgraded equipment, such as HVAC 
systems, while other (newer) schools struggled 
to make adjustments in room designations. 
This is a case where more school autonomy 
would allow schools to target the areas most in 
need of attention.

LEARNING MALLEABILITY

As they did with the Spring 2020 emergency 
school closures, independent schools showed 
an ability to transition quickly to and from in-
person learning to remote learning throughout 
the 2020–21 school year. They also showed 
an ability to adapt to the unique needs of 
their individual learning communities. In 
independent schools, school leaders were able 
to respond to local circumstances, student 
needs, and age ability of students, to shape 
the education that worked for their school. A 
number of examples emerged from this study.

Whereas in the spring of 2020 independent 
schools exceeded provincial guidelines 

https://toronto.ctvnews.ca/principals-school-boards-question-ontario-s-plan-to-host-outdoor-graduations-for-all-1.5454793
https://toronto.ctvnews.ca/principals-school-boards-question-ontario-s-plan-to-host-outdoor-graduations-for-all-1.5454793
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regarding hours of remote learning per day, the 
2021 school year saw a different trend emerge. 
In publicly funded schools, teachers were given 
a mandated number of minutes per day that 
children were to be engaged in synchronous 
learning. For independent schools, our survey 
found that the number of hours that students 
were engaged in synchronous learning varied 
from school to school and from grade to 
grade. For example, whereas 3.75 hours of 
synchronous instruction was expected in all 
grades in public schools, only four out of fifty 
schools that delivered this type of instruction 
for JK and SK students in independent 
schools reported delivering between three to 
five hours per day. This may be an indication 
of the concern that independent schools and 
their educators had with regard to extended 
periods of time that students spend online. 
UNICEF, for example, warns that increased 
time spent online due to isolation, school 
closures, and stay-at-home orders may also put 
children at heightened risk of susceptibility 
to predatory online behaviour such as sexual 
exploitation, cyberbullying, online risk-taking 
behaviour, exposure to potentially harmful 
content (e.g., violent content, misinformation 
about COVID-19, targeted marketing), and 
inappropriate collection, use, and sharing of 
data.26

Another example that shows independent 
schools’ malleability in educational delivery can 
be found in the reported remote-learning tools 
that the schools used. Ninety-three percent 
of schools that delivered remote learning for 
JK–SK students reported that they developed 
packages of tangible learning materials and 
distributed them to students’ homes. This 
measure allowed for the youngest students 
being taught remotely in Edvance schools to 

26   Ontario COVID-19 Science Advisory Table, “COVID-19 and Education Disruption in Ontario.”

have variability in their educational resources, 
as opposed to simply filling hours in front of a 
device and screen.

MENTAL HEALTH AND WELL-
BEING OF STUDENTS, STAFF, AND 
LEADERS

When asked about their areas of concern, 
leaders in Edvance schools overwhelmingly 
pointed to the effects that the school closures 
and remote learning had on their various 
stakeholders. Some of the highest levels of 
concern were related to student mental health 
and academic performance, and the stress 
levels, workload, and mental health of teachers 
and school leaders.

Certainly, the mental health of children in 
Ontario schools was a topic of strong public 
scrutiny when decisions around school 
closures were top of mind. This was affirmed 
by Children’s Mental Health Ontario in the 
document “Schools are Essential,” citing a 
report from SickKids claiming that 70 percent 
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of children had developed worse mental health 
since the beginning of the pandemic. Further, 
“Children with no previous diagnoses are 
now experiencing higher rates of depression, 
anxiety, irritability, and inattention.”27 Not 
mentioned but increasingly being studied are 
the effects that school closures may have on 
academic performance, which could in turn 
have economic effects on individuals and the 
economy at large. The Ontario COVID-19 
Science Advisory Table stated that “Each 
month of skill loss is predicted to cause (an 

27   Children’s Mental Health Ontario, “Schools are Essential,” https://cmho.org/schools-are-essential/.

28   T. Raymond and C. Praill, “Ontario Science Table Warns of Potential for Long-Term Effects from School 
Closures,” CTV News, June 5, 2021, https://ottawa.ctvnews.ca/ontario-science-table-warns-of-potential-for-long-
term-effects-from-school-closures-1.5457832.

29   D.B. Ruder, “Screen Time and the Brain,” Harvard Medical School, June 19, 2019, https://hms.harvard.edu/
news/screen-time-brain.

30   A.H. Kendrick, “COVID-19: Steps to Teacher Recovery from Burnout During the Pandemic and Beyond,” 
Orillia Matters, January 24, 2021, https://www.orilliamatters.com/around-ontario/COVID-19-steps-to-teacher-
recovery-from-burnout-during-the-pandemic-and-beyond-3257512.

approximately) one percent drop in lifetime 
earnings for affected cohorts and is estimated 
to decrease the national income by 0.5 percent 
per year, which would translate to a GDP loss 
for Canada of $1.6 trillion.”28 In addition to 
the immediate mental-health ramifications of 
school closures, it is becoming clearer that there 
could be long-term economic consequences. 
This does not take into account the negative 
effects of increased screen time on children. 
Harvard Medical School has commented on 
the negative aspects of screen time, stating that 
“digital devices can interfere with everything 
from sleep to creativity.”29

Leader respondents were also concerned for 
the well-being of their staff. A year in which 
teachers were asked to pivot numerous times 
from in-person to remote learning took its 
toll. A recent study by the Alberta Teachers’ 
Association and Alberta School Employee 
Benefit Plan found that there was an “alarming 
number of respondents reporting compassion 
fatigue, symptoms of burnout were also 
evident, including physical exhaustion and 
sensing a lack of feeling appreciated. Eighty-
nine percent of respondents reported feeling 
low energy and almost 70 percent reported an 
inability to concentrate.”30 Leaders, perhaps 
with some humility, also reported being 
concerned for their own well-being and that of 
their colleagues—73 percent claimed that they 
were somewhat or very concerned about the 

https://cmho.org/schools-are-essential/
https://ottawa.ctvnews.ca/ontario-science-table-warns-of-potential-for-long-term-effects-from-school-closures-1.5457832
https://ottawa.ctvnews.ca/ontario-science-table-warns-of-potential-for-long-term-effects-from-school-closures-1.5457832
https://hms.harvard.edu/news/screen-time-brain
https://hms.harvard.edu/news/screen-time-brain
https://www.orilliamatters.com/around-ontario/covid-19-steps-to-teacher-recovery-from-burnout-during-the-pandemic-and-beyond-3257512
https://www.orilliamatters.com/around-ontario/covid-19-steps-to-teacher-recovery-from-burnout-during-the-pandemic-and-beyond-3257512
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level of workload placed on principals. This is 
in line with a survey by People for Education, 
in which 49 percent of principals from in-
person and hybrid schools said that their levels 
of stress were not manageable.31

Our survey respondents’ levels of concern 
for well-being did not, however, translate 
to increased mental-health programs in the 
respondent school. While 63 percent of 
respondents reported having some programs in 
place to support their staff in this way, only 20 
percent reported having an intentional plan in 
place. It would be advisable for school boards 
to devise intentional ways to invest in programs 
to ensure their teachers and leadership have the 
well-being supports that are needed for the 
COVID exit. It would also be advisable for 
schools to recognize that student mental health 
and academic preparedness will have been 
affected in varying ways and to have supports 
ready accordingly.

FINANCIAL RESOURCEFULNESS

Once again, independent schools showed a 
strong ability to manage their finances in a 
locally wise and prudent manner, allowing 
them to weather the crisis and provide a 
program that met the needs of their families 
and students. When our survey was last done, 
school leaders were not optimistic that their 
finances would be able to withstand continued 
school closures.32 Participant schools did 
show an overall decline in student enrolment 
from spring 2020 to fall 2020. No schools 
closed, however, which is a testament to their 
nimbleness in financing operations—through 

31   D. Paglinawan, “COVID-19 Pandemic Taking a Toll on Ontario School Principals, Survey Suggests,” CP24 
News, February 23, 2021, https://www.cp24.com/mobile/news/COVID-19-pandemic-taking-a-toll-on-ontario-
school-principals-survey-suggests-1.5320167?cache=almppngbro%3FclipId%3D68596.

32   Marcus, Van Pelt, and Boven, “Pandemic Pivot.”

items such as rare lay-offs, redistribution of 
budgets such as professional development, and 
creative fundraising initiatives.

Sixty percent of schools were even able to 
continue providing tuition assistance to their 
families in need. While many schools were able 
to access federal government-support programs 
such as the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy, 
many were not able to access these funds until 
well after initial school-year budgets were 
created in the spring of 2020. Of note, as 
well, is the importance of philanthropy to this 
sector. While most schools reported a decrease 
in fundraising dollars (such as those raised 
through public events), only one in five schools 
reported a decrease in monetary donations.

Moreover, despite the provincial government 
withholding federal health funds allocated 
for all students during the health crisis, 
independent schools found ways to be 
resourceful and innovative to get through 
the crisis amid ever-changing government 
regulations and demands.

NEED FOR EQUITABLE STUDENT 
HEALTH AND SAFETY PROGRAMS

Independent schools in Ontario are in a 
unique position in that they are treated as 
private businesses from a funding point of view 
but governed by the same health and safety 
requirements as the publicly funded school 
sector. All costs related to health and safety 
requirements and modifications were borne 
by individual schools and their own financing 
plans. For many schools, this meant running 

https://www.cp24.com/mobile/news/covid-19-pandemic-taking-a-toll-on-ontario-school-principals-survey-suggests-1.5320167?cache=almppngbro%3FclipId%3D68596
https://www.cp24.com/mobile/news/covid-19-pandemic-taking-a-toll-on-ontario-school-principals-survey-suggests-1.5320167?cache=almppngbro%3FclipId%3D68596
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deficit budgets, raising tuition fees, fundraising 
additional monies, or using volunteer help.

In January 2021, Ontario Education Minister 
Stephen Lecce sent a letter to all Ontario 
schools—including independent schools—
stating the following:

“To ensure our schools remain safe in January 
2021 and beyond, we will continue and 
enhance testing in schools and allocate a new 
and significant investment in school safety, 
including in enhanced air quality, more PPE, 
and additional staffing and cleaning. We will 
do whatever it takes to ensure our kids can 
continue to learn.”33

Continued advocacy efforts did not result in 
equitable health and safety funding for “our 
kids,” that is, all students in Ontario. One 
in fourteen students (150,666)34—attending 
one in four Ontario schools—did not benefit 
from any provincial funding for their health 
and safety at the school that they attended. 
The authors of this paper hold that this is a 
discriminatory practice and that all students, 
regardless of where they attend school, should 
have access to the same funds that are earmarked 
for the safety of their Ontario peers. Pandemics 
do not discriminate.

33   S. Lecce, “Letter to Parents,” Ontario Ministry 
of Education, January 2, 2021, https://www.
ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-
education#section-2.

34   Statistics Canada, “Table 1: Number and proportion 
of students in elementary and secondary schools, 
by school type, Canada, provinces and territories, 
2018/2019,” October 15, 2020, https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201015/t001a-eng.
htm.

https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-2
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-2
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-2
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201015/t001a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201015/t001a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201015/t001a-eng.htm
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APPENDIX A: ADDITIONAL TABLES WITH FURTHER 
DETAIL

PARTICIPATION

TABLE 8. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY SCHOOL TYPE AND ENROLMENT (HEADCOUNT 
BY HUNDREDS)

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

< 100 15 2 1 18

100–200 21 3 0 24

201–300 9 2 1 12

301–400 4 2 7 13

400 + 1 1 1 3

Total 50 10 10 70

TABLE 9. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY SCHOOL TYPE AND ENROLMENT (HEADCOUNT 
BY FIFTIES)

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

< 50 1 0 1 2

50–99 14 2 0 16

100–149 8 2 1 11

150–199 12 1 0 13

200–249 6 2 2 10

250–299 3 0 2 5

300–349 5 1 2 8

350–399 0 1 1 2

400–449 0 0 0 0

450–499 1 1 0 2

500 + 0 0 1 1

Total 50 10 10 70
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TABLE 10. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY PROVINCIAL (ONTARIO) EDUCATION REGION

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Overall

West region 25 5 7 37

Central region 14 2 2 18

East region 11 3 0 14

North region 0 0 1 1

Toronto region 0 0 0 0

Total 50 10 10 70

TABLE 11. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY ENROLMENT CHANGE (%) SINCE FALL 2020

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

< -25% 1 0 0 1

-21 to -25% 0 0 0 0

-16 to -20% 0 0 0 0

-11 to -15% 0 0 0 0

-6 to -10% 3 0 0 3

0 to -5% 10 6 4 20

0% 1 1 1 3

0–5% 24 2 3 29

6–10% 5 1 1 7

11–15% 3 0 1 4

16–20% 2 0 0 2

21–25% 1 0 0 1

> 25% 0 0 0 0

TABLE 12. CHANGE IN STUDENT ENROLMENT NUMBERS SINCE FALL 2020 BY SCHOOL 
TYPE, ALL PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Increase 255 20 68 343

Decrease -78 -15 -14 -107

Net change 177 5 54 236
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TABLE 13. GRADES OFFERED, ALL PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Grades Offered Number of schools
Share of schools 
offering this level

Elementary: Preschool 8 100%

Elementary: JK full-time 44 73%

Elementary: JK part-time 49 82%

Elementary: SK full-time 47 78%

Elementary: SK part-time 48 80%

Elementary: Grade 1 58 97%

Elementary: Grade 2 58 97%

Elementary: Grade 3 58 97%

Elementary: Grade 4 58 97%

Elementary: Grade 5 58 97%

Elementary: Grade 6 59 98%

Elementary: Grade 7 60 100%

Elementary: Grade 8 60 100%

Secondary: Grade 9 20 100%

Secondary: Grade 10 20 100%

Secondary: Grade 11 18 90%

Secondary: Grade 12 18 90%

Secondary: Extra year 5 25%

CURRENT YEAR: DELIVERY, SCHEDULING AND SPACE

TABLE 14. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY DELIVERY OF EDUCATION

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

In-person only 23 4 5 32

Primarily in-person, with 
remote for some students

23 6 2 31

Blend of in-person and remote 
for all students

3 0 2 5

Remote only 0 0 0 0

Other 1 0 1 2

Total 50 10 10 70



56Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

TABLE 15. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY SCHEDULING MODIFICATIONS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Student cohorts 50 9 9 68

Elimination or reduction of 
rotary classes

35 4 8 47

Staggered scheduled as 
compared to pre-COVID

29 6 5 40

Transportation modifications 23 5 4 32

Concurrent instruction 17 7 4 28

Alternating schedule 3 2 2 7

Different start times 1 0 1 2

Other 7 1 0 8

TABLE 16. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY HEALTH AND SAFETY MODIFICATIONS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Enhanced disinfection of 
shared manipulatives

44 8 10 62

Additional personal protective 
equipment

43 8 8 59

Reduced class sizes 36 5 6 47

HEPA filters or other HVAC 
upgrades

17 3 3 23

Other 7 1 3 11
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TABLE 17. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY SPACE-USAGE MODIFICATIONS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Limiting visitors to campus 50 10 10 70

Modifications to group 
gatherings

49 10 10 69

Re-arranging or re-purposing 
physical space

49 9 9 67

Designated/special routing 
of student traffic throughout 
buildings

43 10 6 59

Limiting capacity in certain 
rooms

39 9 7 55

Modifications to lunch 
schedule/program

38 10 6 54

Repurposing rooms 38 8 7 53

Renting other or additional 
facilities

9 1 0 10

Adding portables 0 0 0 0

Other 4 1 0 5

TABLE 18. NUMBER OF SCHOOLS WITH CHANGE IN SCHOOL ACTIVITIES, ALL 
PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Strongly 
positively 
impacted

Somewhat 
positively 
impacted

As usual/ 
no change

Somewhat 
negatively 
impacted

Strongly 
negatively 
impacted

Cancelled 
entirely

NA/ 
Don’t 
offer

Indoor athletic 
program/team 
sports

1 0 1 3 25 39 1

Outdoor athletic 
program/team 
sports

1 2 0 10 20 35 2

Performing arts 2 0 0 7 24 33 4

Student 
excursions

2 0 0 2 33 32 1

Student clubs 1 0 1 7 29 28 4

Student service 
opportunities

2 2 1 9 35 19 2

Religions services 2 2 1 28 31 6 0
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TABLE 19. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY GRADUATION PLANS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

To be determined 19 3 3 25

Hybrid 11 6 3 20

Other 8 0 3 11

Virtual 5 1 1 7

Rescheduled 6 0 0 6

Not applicable 1 0 0 1

Canceled 0 0 0 0

REMOTE LEARNING

TABLE 20. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ SUBJECT AREAS COVERED IN REMOTE 
LEARNING

Elementary Secondary JK-12 Total

Literacy & Numeracy 50 0 10 60

Bible 49 0 10 59

Social Studies & Science 49 0 8 57

Music and Arts 37 0 7 44

Physical Education 26 0 6 32

Story-time 1 0 1 2

Preschool Other 3 0 0 3

Elementary Other 19 0 1 20

All of the courses started in 
Winter 2020 are offered

0 10 10 20
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TABLE 21. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ USE OF REMOTE LEARNING TOOLS

Preschool JK–SK Grades 
1–3

Grades 
4–6

Grades 
7–8

Secondary

Video conferencing service 1 54 58 56 59 20

Synchronous class meetings 1 50 54 58 59 19

Learning management system 0 22 37 53 57 18

Student collaboration 0 16 27 41 47 17

Teacher-recorded videos 2 43 47 42 37 17

Synchronous individualized 
student support

0 39 44 45 45 16

Project-based or service-based 
learning

1 10 14 20 24 11

Other digital curriculum 
resources

1 19 26 34 34 10

Online curriculum provider 0 0 1 2 10 10

Regular delivery or pick-up of 
physical packages

1 50 47 44 36 9

Other digital assessment and 
communication platforms

2 33 29 18 11 4

No remote learning tools/
methodologies

2 0 0 0 0 0

Other 1 3 3 3 3 1

STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES

TABLE 22. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES OFFERED 
DURING LOCKDOWNS

To what extent have special education/student 
support services continued during remote learning? 
These services are:

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Continuing virtually, but with an increased 
level of support 15 5 3 23

Continuing virtually at the same level of 
support 19 4 3 26

Continuing virtually, but with a decreased 
level of support 8 1 0 9

Discontinued 0 0 1 1

N/A, as we do not offer special education/
student support 3 0 0 3

Other 5 0 3 8
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TABLE 23. NUMBER OF SCHOOLS OFFERING IN-PERSON LEARNING FOR STUDENT 
SUPPORT SERVICES DURING LOCKDOWNS (OF 66 PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS 
OFFERING STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES)

During the lockdowns, did you offer 
in-person learning through special 
education/ student support services?

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Yes 37 8 5 50

No 9 2 4 15

Other 1 0 0 1

TABLE 24. NUMBER OF STUDENTS RECEIVING IN-PERSON LEARNING DURING 
LOCKDOWNS, ALL PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

282 74 65 421

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

TABLE 25. STAKEHOLDERS WITH WHOM SCHOOLS HAVE REGULAR FEEDBACK 
MECHANISMS IN PLACE, BY NUMBER OF PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Families 42 3 8 53

Instructional staff 36 4 10 50

Students 21 3 6 30

Other staff 17 3 3 23

Donors/ supporting 
community

2 0 1 3

None of the above 3 6 0 9
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TABLE 26. HOW PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS CONNECTED WITH ENROLLED FAMILIES 
DURING PANDEMIC

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Regular emails 48 10 10 68

Virtual chapels, prayer, or 
other spiritual life events

33 8 5 46

Media 22 8 6 36

Phone calls 23 4 3 30

Written notes and letters 13 4 3 20

Other 11 1 1 13

TUITION

TABLE 27. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS PROVIDING EMERGENCY TUITION RELIEF OR AID

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Yes 32 6 4 42

No 18 4 6 28

TABLE 28. NUMBER OF FAMILIES RECEIVING EMERGENCY TUITION AID, ALL 
PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

195 37 16 248

TABLE 29. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS PROVIDING PARTIAL TUITION REFUNDS OR 
REBATES

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Yes 7 1 2 10

No 43 9 8 60
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GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS

TABLE 30. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS ACCESSING GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Canada Emergency Wage 
Subsidy (CEWS) 46 8 8 62

Canada Emergency Business 
Account (CEBA) 30 3 2 35

Canada Emergency Rent 
Subsidy (CERS) 8 3 4 15

Employer Health Tax Relief 10 2 2 14

Canada Recovery Hiring Plan 
(CRHP) 1 1 0 2

None of the above 1 1 1 3

Other: 1 0 0 1

STAFFING

TABLE 31. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS BY CHANGES IN STAFFING LEVELS WHEN NOT IN 
LOCKDOWN

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

We had to increase our staff 27 3 6 36

We had to decrease our staff 6 1 1 8

Staffing remained the same 16 5 3 24

Other 1 1 0 2

TABLE 32. NUMBER OF STAFF ADDED OR SUBTRACTED, ALL PARTICIPATING 
SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Number of staff added 67 8 22 97

Number of staff subtracted 18 4 1 23
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SCHOOLS WITH LAYOFFS

TABLE 33. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS WITH STAFF LAY-OFFS DURING LOCKDOWNS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Yes 29 3 7 39

No 21 7 3 31

TABLE 34. NUMBER OF STAFF LAID OFF, ALL PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Number of staff laid off 144 9 40 193

FUNDRAISING AND DONATIONS

TABLE 35. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ CHANGES IN FUNDRAISING ACTIVITIES

Increased Continued 
as normal

Decreased Stopped 
Altogether

N/A

Fundraising sales and 
events

10 12 38 7 3

Philanthropic activities 4 25 22 6 13

Monetary donations 26 27 15 2

In-kind donations 3 14 7 5 41

TABLE 36. NEEDS THAT PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS WOULD RAISE TO A DONOR

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Financial aid for families 48 8 9 65

Financial support for school’s operating 
budget or programs

42 9 7 58

Financial support for teachers/ staff 13 1 1 15

Ensuring students have access to 
technology/ Internet

28 2 3 33

Ensuring students have adequate school 
supplies and materials

8 1 0 9

Ensuring students have basic living needs 
met

1 0 0 1

Other 6 3 0 9
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TABLE 37. TOP-PRIORITY NEED TO BE RAISED WITH DONOR, ALL PARTICIPATING 
SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Financial aid for families 17 5 5 27

Financial support for school’s operating budget 
or programs

27 4 3 34

Financial support for teachers/ staff 1 0 1 2

Ensuring students have access to technology/ 
Internet

2 0 1 3

Ensuring students have adequate school 
supplies and materials

0 0 0 0

Ensuring students have basic living needs met 0 0 0 0

Other 3 1 0 4

POTENTIAL POSITIVE IMPACTS

TABLE 38. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ PERCEIVED POTENTIAL POSITIVE IMPACTS OF 
THE PANDEMIC

Strongly 
Agree

Somewhat 
Agree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

Technology: We’ve become more adept at 
incorporating technology into our school 
practices

57 13 0 0

Innovation: Our teachers have developed 
innovative solutions to problems

50 20 0 0

Adaptability: The pandemic has made our 
school more adaptable to challenges

40 29 1 0

Deeper faith: As a school community, our 
faith and trust in God has deepened through 
this experience of COVID

27 35 8 0

Public relations: Our school has attracted 
positive attention in the community due to 
our re-opening practices

21 42 6 1

Solidarity: We’ve worked closely with and 
learned from other schools during this time

15 42 12 1

Curriculum changes: We have changed the 
content and focus of what is taught

10 47 9 4

Enrolment growth: We’ve gained students 
we might not have, if it wasn’t for COVID

6 38 18 8

Local community: We’ve become better 
connected with our local community during 
this time

5 26 34 5
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POTENTIAL CONCERNS

TABLE 39. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ POTENTIAL CONCERNS

Very 
Concerned

Somewhat 
Concerned

Somewhat 
Unconcerned

Not 
Concerned

Mental health of 
students

50 18 2 0

Mental health of 
leaders, faculty, and 
staff

40 27 3 0

Teachers and Staff 
workload

37 27 5 1

At-risk and/or under-
resourced students 
falling further behind

34 25 8 3

Students falling behind 
academically

25 38 5 2

Community and 
relationship building

20 34 13 3

School leadership 
workload

20 31 17 2

School families 
struggling financially

15 36 17 2

Enrolment decline 12 27 22 9

Truancy (more 
dropouts or missing 
students)

11 36 17 6

Student inability to 
attend online due to 
insufficient access to 
technology

7 34 15 14

Leaders, faculty, or staff 
contracting COVID

6 29 23 12

Drop in fundraising/
donor support

6 29 19 16

Potential abuse in 
homes

5 28 23 14

Students contracting 
COVID

4 24 28 14

Adapting to changes in 
teaching practices

2 41 22 5

Collecting tuition 2 31 24 13



66Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

FACULTY DEVELOPMENT AND SUPPORT

TABLE 40. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ CHANGE IN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
EXPENDITURES

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

We reduced our PD expenditures 26 5 5 36

We reallocated most or all of our PD 
budget elsewhere

9 1 3 13

We increased our PD expenditures 0 0 0 0

We stayed constant. Our PD 
expenditures are about the same.

18 4 4 26

TABLE 41. IMPACT ON PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
PLANS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Our PD focus has shifted toward how to 
teach effectively during COVID

35 8 9 52

Only using internally-developed/provided 
PD

17 4 1 22

Networking/connecting more with other 
schools, even if virtually

11 2 2 15

Our PD plans have not been impacted 4 1 0 5

We just don’t have time for PD 4 1 0 5

TABLE 42. MENTAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING FACULTY SUPPORT, ALL 
PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Yes, we have an intentional plan in place 
for supporting faculty in these areas

9 4 1 14

We are doing some things to support 
faculty in these areas, but we haven’t 
developed an intentional plan

33 5 6 44

No, we are not really doing much right 
now to support faculty in these areas

8 1 3 12
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COVID GUIDANCE SOURCES

TABLE 43. INFLUENCE OF PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ COVID-19 GUIDANCE SOURCES

Very 
Influential

Somewhat 
Influential

Somewhat 
Uninfluential

Not Sought/ 
Considered

Provincial guidelines 61 9 0 0

Local health unit guidance 52 14 4 0

Edvance (school association) 38 24 7 1

Advice of medical personnel affiliated 
with or contacted by the school

18 23 16 13

Teacher/staff input 15 45 9 1

National guidance 15 36 11 8

Other independent schools’ plans 7 42 13 8

Parent/family input 7 40 20 3

Local public schools’ plans 7 25 28 10

PLANNING FOR 2021–22

TABLE 44. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ ANTICIPATED EDUCATION DELIVERY MODELS
Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

In-person only 31 4 4 39

Primarily in-person, with remote learning 
for some students

18 6 4 28

Blend of in-person and remote for all 
students

0 0 2 2

Remote only 0 0 0 0

Other 1 0 0 1

TABLE 45. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ ANTICIPATED SCHEDULING MODIFICATIONS
Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Remain, but with additional or extended 
modifications

0 0 1 1

Stay about the same 7 0 1 8

Remain, but with reduced or scaled back 
modifications

33 9 7 49

Be eliminated entirely 8 1 1 10

Other 2 0 0 2
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TABLE 46. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS’ ANTICIPATED SPACE-USAGE MODIFICATIONS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Remain, but with additional or 
extended modifications

0 0 0 0

Stay about the same 8 2 3 13

Remain, but with reduced or 
scaled back modifications

33 7 6 46

Be eliminated entirely 8 1 0 9

Other 1 0 1 2

TABLE 47. PROGRAM-DELIVERY MODIFICATIONS, PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Incorporate additional remote 
learning into our face-to-face 
delivery

5 5 2 12

Offer a hybrid delivery 
program

4 2 2 8

Offer a completely online 
program for domestic 
students

0 1 0 1

Offer a completely online 
program for international 
students

0 3 2 5

Make additional investments 
in learning management 
system

11 1 1 13

Engage online curriculum 
provider(s)

1 2 1 4

Make additional investments 
in other digital curriculum 
resources

10 0 1 11

Make additional investments 
in other digital assessments 
and communications 
platforms

6 0 0 6

None. We plan to return to the 
delivery methods we had prior 
to COVID

26 4 5 35

Other 7 2 1 10
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TABLE 48. NEW STUDENT INQUIRIES AND RE-ENROLMENT OF CURRENT STUDENTS, 
PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Higher than 
at this time 
last year

About the 
same as this 
time last year

Lower than 
at this time 
last year

Unsure N/A

New student 
inquiries

32 27 11 0 0

Re-enrolment 
of current 
students (head 
count)

26 32 12 0 0

TABLE 49. NEW STUDENT INQUIRIES BASED ON SCHOOL TYPE, PARTICIPATING 
SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Higher than at this time last 
year

24 6 2 32

About the same as this time 
last year

20 3 4 27

Lower than at this time last 
year

6 1 4 11

Unsure 0 0 0 0

N/A 0 0 0 0

TABLE 50. RE-ENROLMENT OF CURRENT STUDENTS BASED ON SCHOOL TYPE, 
PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Higher than at this time last 
year

19 3 4 26

About the same as this time 
last year

23 6 3 32

Lower than at this time last 
year

8 1 3 12

Unsure 0 0 0 0

N/A 0 0 0 0



70Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

TABLE 51. PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS EXPECTING ENROLMENT INCREASE/DECREASE IF 
FACE-TO-FACE IN SEPTEMBER

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Increased enrolment 42 7 6 55

Decreased enrolment 1 1 1 3

Neither increase nor decrease 7 2 3 12

TABLE 52. ANTICIPATED CHANGE IN STUDENT ENROLMENT, ALL PARTICIPATING 
SCHOOLS COMBINED

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

Increase 789 57 83 929

Decrease 8 10 10 28

TABLE 53. PLANNING FOR THE 2021–22 SCHOOL YEAR, PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

Significantly 
Increase

Somewhat 
Increase

Same/No 
Change

Somewhat 
Decrease

Significantly 
Decrease

Not 
Applicable

Non-academic 
offerings 18 35 11 6 0 0

Campus footprint 4 6 58 0 0 2

Staff salary amounts 3 43 23 0 1 0

Student support 
service offerings 2 21 46 1 0 0

Employee benefits 
options 1 5 60 1 0 3

Grade levels offered 1 4 62 1 0 2

Support staff 1 18 45 6 0 0

Teachers and 
instructional staff 1 16 39 14 0 0

Class cohorts per 
grade 1 12 47 8 2 0

Academic options 0 19 47 0 0 4

Managers and 
administrative staff 0 10 57 3 0 0

International 
students 0 5 19 7 12 27
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APPENDIX B: METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS
A survey such as this is subject to limitations, 
including the usual ones associated with 
survey instruments that have both open and 
close-ended questions. We list below several 
limitations that are particularly worth of note.

SELF-REPORTING AND SELF-
PERCEPTION OF PARTICIPANTS

The data are gathered through principals 
completing the surveys and thus rely mostly on 
the respondents’ memory or perception. The 
survey does not rely on data gathered in other 
possibly more neutral or objective ways.

POTENTIAL MISINTERPRETATION 
OF SURVEY QUESTIONS

The survey went through a series of revisions, 
beginning with the original US survey and 
revisions for use in a Canadian context. Piloting 
occurred by the survey authors, with at least 
two Edvance staff working independently of 
one another to provide feedback after the pilot, 
which resulted in further revisions to improve 
clarity of the questions and the response 
options. Nevertheless, ambiguities may have 
continued to exist in the questions. Variation 
in how participants understood the question 
branching and available response items may 
have influenced their responses. For example, 
in the question on student-support services, 
various interpretations of “increased level of 
support” may have been possible and thus may 
have influenced the response chosen.

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS

It is possible that participants understood terms 
differently from one another, and this would 

have influenced responses. For example, some 
may have interpreted “remote learning” to 
include only online and digital options, while 
others may have understood it to include both 
digital and hard-copy resources used outside of 
the ordinary classroom setting.

SCHOOL TYPES NOT REPORTED 
SEPARATELY

The number of schools affiliated with Edvance 
that offer preschools or international boarding 
school options is small. Thus it was not possible 
to analyze results separately for schools of those 
types or with those options, for the most part. In 
each case, however, these schools were included 
in the analysis presented here, in the applicable 
school size and school grade-level categories.

QUALITY OF ENGAGEMENT IN 
LEARNING MODALITIES

Although we asked several questions related 
to various aspects of varying learning 
modalities, the survey was not designed to 
measure the quality of student engagement or 
learning outcomes.

POSITIVE STORIES

The final section of the survey asked for 
positive stories from school leaders about their 
perception of the 2020–21 school year. While 
this elicited many helpful examples, it does not 
capture stories of disengagement, loss, failure, 
or other serious negative consequences. Thus, 
this section is only an introductory read on the 
experience in these schools, and more could be 
studied and learned.
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY QUESTIONS

IDENTIFICATION

School name, City

Name of person completing survey

Email address

Role at the school (select all that apply)

	□ Administrator / principal

	□ Teacher

	□ Board member

	□ Other (please specify)

Please select your school type (select all that apply)

	□ Preschool / daycare

	□ Elementary

	□ Secondary

What is your current enrolment?

Does your school offer boarding options for students?

	□ Yes

	□ No

If yes, do you currently have students staying in your dormitories?

	□ Yes

	□ No



73Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

Identify the grade levels available in your school

Elementary Secondary

	□ Preschool

	□ JK full-time

	□ JK part-time

	□ SK full-time

	□ SK part-time

	□ Grade 1

	□ Grade 2

	□ Grade 3

	□ Grade 4

	□ Grade 5

	□ Grade 6

	□ Grade 7

	□ Grade 8

	□ Grade 9

	□ Grade 10

	□ Grade 11

	□ Grade 12

	□ Extra year

CURRENT SCHOOL YEAR

Please answer the following questions based on this current year when not in legislated lockdowns.

Please check which best describes your school’s delivery of education this year.

	□ In-person instruction only

	□ Primarily in-person, with remote learning for some students (e.g., by family choice or 
during absences)

	□ Blend of in-person and remote learning for all students

	□ Remote learning only

	□ Other:
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SCHEDULING

Please select all of the COVID-19 related scheduling modifications that you are currently 
implementing (for any grade level, K–12). Please select all that apply.

	□ Student cohorts (i.e., groups of students that stay together at most/all times)

	□ Staggered schedule as compared to pre-COVID

	□ Different start times each day for students (including specific grades, cohorts)

	□ Alternating schedules for students (days or weeks)

	□ Concurrent instruction (classes attended simultaneously by students in-person and via 
remote learning)

	□ Elimination or reduction of rotary classes

	□ Transportation modifications

	□ Other

Did your school offer any of the following programs prior to COVID-19?

	□ Early education program (preschool)

	□ Before and/or after school care

	□ None

Did your school offer any of these programs this current school year?

	□ Early education program (preschool)

	□ Before and/or after school care

	□ None

Please check your school’s current status for your early education program(s) when not in lockdown.

	□ In-person, as usual

	□ In-person, but with scheduling modifications (e.g., different number of classes than usu-
al, fewer students)

	□ Some or all of our programs are offered via remote learning

	□ Other:
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HEALTH AND SAFETY

Please select all of the COVID-19 related modifications for health and safety that you are 
currently implementing (for any grade level, K–12) above and beyond the government-mandated 
requirements:

	□ HEPA filters or other HVAC upgrades

	□ Reduced class sizes

	□ Enhanced disinfection of shared manipulatives

	□ Additional personal protective equipment (e.g., masks, eye protection, N95 masks) for 
teachers and staff

	□ Other:

Please check all of the COVID-19 related modifications for space usage that you are currently 
implementing (for any grade level K–12):

	□ Re-arranging or re-purposing physical space

	□ Designated /special routing of student traffic throughout buildings

	□ Modifications to lunch schedule / program

	□ Modifications to group gatherings (e.g., chapel, back-to-school nights)

	□ Limiting visitors to campus

	□ Renting other or additional facilities

	□ Repurposing rooms

	□ Adding portables

	□ Limiting capacity in certain rooms

	□ Other:
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ACTIVITIES

How have COVID-related modifications impacted the student activities listed below?

Strongly 
positively 
impacted

Somewhat 
positively 
impacted

As usual/ 
no change

Somewhat 
negatively 
impacted

Strongly 
negatively 
impacted

Cancelled 
entirely

NA/ Don’t 
offer

Outdoor 
athletic 
program/ 
team sports

Indoor 
athletic 
program/ 
team sports

Performing 
arts (band, 
orchestra, 
choir, 
theatre)

Student 
excursions 
(field trips)

Student 
service 
opportunities 
(community 
service)

Religious 
services 
(chapel, 
worship, 
prayer)

Student clubs
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END OF SCHOOL YEAR

If school buildings are unable to open again this school year, does your school plan to end the 
school year earlier than if the year had finished with in-person classes?

	□ Yes

	□ No 

	□ Unsure

If yes, by how many days?

How do you plan to handle graduation?

	□ We have cancelled graduation

	□ We have rescheduled graduation

	□ We will proceed with graduation virtually

	□ We have a hybrid plan for graduation (e.g., front-yard visits)

	□ Our graduation plans are to be determined

	□ Not applicable

	□ Other:

REMOTE LEARNING

Which subject areas are being offered remotely at your school during lockdowns? Please select all 
that apply.

Preschool

	□ Story-time

	□ Music and arts

	□ Physical education

	□ Other:
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Elementary

	□ Literacy and numeracy

	□ Social studies and science

	□ Bible

	□ Music and arts

	□ Physical education

	□ Other:

Secondary

	□ All of the courses started in winter 2020 are offered

	□ Some of the courses started in winter 2020 are offered

	□ Other:

Which of the following remote learning tools / methodologies is your school using?

[Question broken out at different levels: preschool, JK–SK, grades 1–3, grades 4–6, grades 7–8, secondary]

	□ Teacher-recorded videos

	□ Synchronous class meetings

	□ Learning management system (e.g., Google Classroom, Edsby)

	□ Video conferencing service (e.g., Zoom, Google Meet, Skype, Microsoft Teams)

	□ Online curriculum provider (e.g., Nimbus, Virtual High School, ILC, AMDEC)

	□ Other digital curriculum resources (e.g., Khan Academy, Rosetta Stone, Duolingo, Math 
Prodigy)

	□ Regular delivery or pick-up of physical packages of curricular and learning materials for 
each student

	□ Other digital assessment and communication platforms (e.g., SeeSaw, Class Dojo)

	□ Student collaboration (e.g. discussion, group projects)

	□ Project-based or service-based learning

	□ Synchronous individualized student support

	□ No remote learning tools/methodologies

	□ Other:
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[If Synchronous class meetings selected] How many hours per day do synchronous classes meet?

[Question broken out at different levels: preschool, JK–SK, grades 1–3, grades 4–6, grades 7–8, secondary]

STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES

To what extent have special education / student support services continued during remote learning? 
These services are:

	□ Continuing virtually, but with an increased level of support

	□ Continuing virtually at the same level of support

	□ Continuing virtually, but with a decreased level of support

	□ Discontinued at this time

	□ N/A, as we do not offer special education/student support

	□ Other:

During the lockdowns, did you offer in-person learning through special education / student 
support services?

	□ Yes

	□ No

	□ Other:

If so, how many students did you provide in-person learning for?

COMMUNITY CONNECTION

For which of the following stakeholders do you have regular feedback mechanisms in place, such 
as surveys or other means of collecting non-anecdotal data? Please select all that apply.

	□ Families

	□ Students

	□ Instructional staff

	□ Other staff

	□ Donors/ supporting community

	□ None of the above
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How is your school staying connected to the immediate school families during the pandemic? 
Please select all that apply.

	□ Regular emails from school leadership to families

	□ Written notes and letters

	□ Media (e.g., video, vlogs) sent to families

	□ Phone calls to families

	□ Virtual chapels, prayer, or other spiritual life events

	□ None of the above

	□ Other:

TUITION

Did you provide emergency tuition relief/aid for any families in need due to financial circumstances 
arising from COVID-19 pandemic?

	□ Yes

	□ No

How many families did you assist?

Did your school provide a partial tuition refund or rebate to families for the 2020–21 school year?

	□ Yes

	□ No

What was the amount (dollar amount or percentage)?

	□ Dollar amount

	□ Percentage of tuition

	□ Other:

Amount/Percentage:
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GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS

Select all the government programs your school has applied for or intends to apply for.

	□ Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS)

	□ Canada Recovery Hiring Plan (CRHP)

	□ Canada Emergency Rent Subsidy (CERS)

	□ Canada Emergency Business Account (CEBA)

	□ Employer Health Tax Relief

	□ None of the above

	□ Other:

STAFFING

When not in lockdown, did your school need to adjust the staffing in response to COVID measures 
for the current school year?

	□ We had to increase our staff

	□ We had to decrease our staff

	□ Staffing remained the same

	□ Other:

What is the number of staff members that were added or subtracted?

Has your school had to lay off staff (includes all personnel on payroll) due to the lockdowns?

	□ Yes

	□ No

Number of staff (includes all personnel on payroll) laid off:
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FUNDRAISING AND DONATIONS

Thinking about fundraising, donations, and donor relations, how have they been impacted this 
current school year?

Increased Continued 
as normal

Decreased Stopped 
Altogether

N/A

Fundraising sales and 
events

Philanthropic activities

Monetary donations

Gift-in-kind donations

If you have changed your fundraising efforts, please provide examples of how you have changed.

If you received gifts in kind, please list examples of what you have received.

Imagine you are speaking to a potential donor. Which of the following needs would you raise? 
Select all that apply.

	□ Financial aid for families

	□ Financial support for school’s operating budget or programs

	□ Financial support for teachers/staff

	□ Ensuring students have access to technology/Internet

	□ Ensuring students have adequate school supplies and materials

	□ Ensuring students have basic living needs met (food, shelter, health services)

	□ Other:

Imagine you are speaking to a potential donor. If you could only address one need, what is the top 
priority you would raise?

	□ Financial aid for families

	□ Financial support for school’s operating budget or programs

	□ Financial support for teachers/staff

	□ Ensuring students have access to technology/Internet [Cont’d]
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	□ Ensuring students have adequate school supplies and materials

	□ Ensuring students have basic living needs met (food, shelter, health services)

	□ Other:

POTENTIAL POSITIVE IMPACTS

How strongly do you agree with the following statements?

Strongly 
Agree

Somewhat 
Agree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

Adaptability: The pandemic has made our 
school more adaptable to challenges.

Public relations: Our school has attracted 
positive attention in the community due 
to our re-opening practices.

Enrolment growth: We’ve gained 
students we might not have, if it wasn’t 
for COVID.

Innovation: Our teachers have developed 
innovative solutions to problems.

Solidarity: We’ve worked closely with 
and learned from other schools during 
this time.

Curriculum changes: We have changed 
the content and focus of what is taught.

Local community: We’ve become better 
connected with our local community 
during this time.

Technology: We’ve become more adept 
at incorporating technology into our 
school practices.

Deeper faith: As a school community, 
our faith and trust in God has deepened 
through this experience of COVID.
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POTENTIAL CONCERNS

How concerned are you about each of the following potential challenges related to COVID?

Very 
concerned

Somewhat 
concerned

Somewhat 
Unconcerned

Not 
Concerned

Teachers and staff workload

Adapting to changes in teaching practices

Collecting tuition

Community and relationship building

Mental health of students

Mental health of leaders, faculty, and staff

Student inability to attend online due to 
insufficient access to technology

Potential abuse in homes

At-risk and/or under-resourced students 
falling further behind

Truancy (more drop-outs or missing 
students)

School families struggling financially

Enrolment decline

Students contracting COVID

Students falling behind academically

Drop in fundraising/ donor support

Leaders, faculty, or staff contracting COVID

School leadership workload
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FACULTY DEVELOPMENT AND SUPPORT

How did your professional development (PD) expenditures change as a result of COVID in the 
2020–21 school year? Select all that apply.

	□ We reduced our PD expenditures

	□ We reallocated most or all of our PD budget elsewhere

	□ We increased our PD expenditures

	□ We stayed constant. Our PD expenditures are about the same.

Which statements describe the way in which your PD plans have been impacted? Select all 
that apply.

	□ Using more digital sources/content

	□ Only using internally developed/provided PD

	□ We just don’t have time for PD

	□ Our PD focus has shifted toward how to teach effectively during COVID

	□ Networking/connecting more with other schools, even if virtually

	□ Our PD plans have not been impacted.

Do you have a plan in place to support faculty in the areas of stress, well-being, and/or mental 
health challenges during this year?

	□ Yes, we have an intentional plan in place for supporting faculty in these areas.

	□ We are doing some things to support faculty in these areas, but we haven’t developed an 
intentional plan.

	□ No, we are not really doing much right now to support faculty in these areas.

If you have strategies in place for supporting faculty in these areas (stress, well-being, and/or 
mental health) this year, please share them below.
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COVID GUIDANCE SOURCES

Please indicate how influential the following are on your school’s decisions related to COVID.

Very 
influential

Somewhat 
influential

Somewhat 
Uninfluential

Not sought/ 
considered

Local health unit guidance

Provincial guidelines

National guidance (e.g., Health 
Canada, others)

Edvance

Local public schools’ plans

Other independent schools’ 
plans

Advice of medical personnel 
affiliated with or contacted by 
the school

Parent/family input

Teacher/staff input

LOOKING AHEAD TO THE 2021–22 SCHOOL YEAR

As you look toward the 2021–22 school year and beyond, which best describes your thinking and/
or planning with regards to your plans for delivery of education:

	□ In-person instruction only

	□ Primarily in-person, with remote learning for some students (e.g., by family choice or 
during absences)

	□ Blend of in-person and remote learning for all students

	□ Remote learning only

	□ Other:
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As you plan for the 2021–22 school year, do you anticipate current COVID modifications for 
scheduling will:

	□ Remain, but with additional or extended modifications

	□ Stay about the same

	□ Remain, but with reduced or scaled back modifications

	□ Be eliminated entirely

	□ Other:

As you plan toward the 2021–22 school year, do you anticipate current COVID modifications for 
space usage will:

	□ Remain, but with additional or extended modifications

	□ Stay about the same

	□ Remain, but with reduced or scaled back modifications

	□ Be eliminated entirely

	□ Other:

In thinking about the 2021–22 school year, what changes in program delivery are you considering?

	□ Incorporate additional remote learning into our face-to-face delivery

	□ Offer a hybrid delivery program

	□ Offer a completely online program for domestic students

	□ Offer a completely online program for international students

	□ Make additional investments in e-learning management system (e.g., Google Classroom, 
Edsby)

	□ Engage online curriculum provider(s) (e.g., Nimbus, Virtual High School, ILC, AM-
DEC)

	□ Make additional investments in other digital curriculum resources (e.g., Khan Academy, 
Rosetta Stone, Duolingo, Math Prodigy)

	□ Make additional investments in other digital assessments and communications platforms 
(e.g., SeeSaw, Class Dojo)

	□ None. We plan to return to the delivery methods we had prior to COVID (go back to 
“business as usual”).

	□ Other:
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ENROLMENT

Looking at enrolment for the 2021–22 school year:

Higher 
than at 
this time 
last year

About the 
same as 
this time 
last year

Lower 
than at 
this time 
last year

Unsure N/A

New student enquiries

Re-enrolment of 
current students (head 
count)

If schools should open in September, as they have in the past, with regular Monday to Friday face-
to face programming, would you expect your enrolment to:

	□ Increase

	□ Decrease

	□ Neither

How much of a change in enrolment would you anticipate (number of students)?



89Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

In planning for the 2021–22 year, what do you anticipate for the following?

Significantly 
Increase

Somewhat 
Increase

Same/ No 
Change

Somewhat 
Decrease

Significantly 
Decrease

Not 
Applicable

International students

Support staff

Teachers and 
instructional staff

Managers and 
administrative staff

Grade levels offered

Class cohorts per grade

Academic options 
(e.g., courses, electives)

Non-academic 
offerings (e.g., 
extracurriculars, 
sports)

Campus footprint 
(e.g., buildings, 
portables)

Student support 
service offerings

Staff salary amounts

Employee benefit 
offerings (value and/or 
volume)
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Are there other areas where you would anticipate a change?

	□ Yes

	□ No

Please list them and indicate how they will be changing.

FINAL COMMENTS

Do you have a positive story about your school from during this time that you’d like to share? 
Please include it below.
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