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Ontario Ministry of Education releases operational guidance for managing COVID-19
cases

T he  On ta ri o  M i n i st ry o f  Educa t i on  has i ssued  i m portan t  “opera t i ona l  gu i dance” tha t  p rovi des fu rthe r de ta i l  rega rd i ng  m anag i ng  COVID-19  cases i n
schoo l s.

Opera t i ona l  gu i dance :  COVID-19  management i n  schoo l s (the  Gu i de ) i s a  supp l em ent to  the  m ore  genera l  gu i dance i ssued  by the  M i n i st ry i n  Ju l y.  I t  se ts
ou t  un i fo rm  advi ce  fo r e l em en ta ry and  secondary schoo l s and  i ncl udes a  p l aybook fo r dea l i ng  wi th  an t i ci pa ted  even ts.

A l though  the  Gu i de  i ncl udes som e we l com e d i rect i on ,  boards shou l d  beware  tha t  pa rts o f  i t  a re  i nconsi sten t  wi th  the  p rovi nce ’s cu rren t  se l f -i so l a t i on
m ode l .  T he  Gu i de  i s,  the re fo re ,  no t  a  subst i tu te  fo r boards’ own  ca re fu l  fo re though t  and  p l ann i ng .

Be l ow, we  se t  ou t  wha t  the  Gu i de  says abou t  report i ng ,  hea l th  un i t  engagem ent,  respond i ng  to  an  i l l ness i n  the  schoo l  and  re tu rn i ng  to  schoo l .

Reporting framework

T he  Gu i de  speaks to  a  new da i l y report i ng  requ i rem en t and  the  exi st i ng  du ty to  report  suspected  cases.

Schoo l s a re  to  m ake  da i l y reports o f  cases “associ a ted  wi th  the  schoo l ” and  absen tee i sm  though  a  report i ng  too l .  T hese  reports wi l l  go  to  bo th  the
M i n i st ry and  l oca l  pub l i c hea l th  un i t  fo r ana l ysi s and ,  when  appropri a te ,  fo l l ow-up .

Pri nci pa l s have  a  du ty to  report  suspected  COVID-19  cases i n  studen ts to  the  l oca l  pub l i c hea l th  un i t  –  i .e . ,  a  du ty to  report  upon  fo rm i ng  a  be l i e f  tha t
a  studen t  m ay have  con tracted  COVID-19 .  T he  Gu i de  ca l l s a t ten t i on  to  th i s du ty,  though  a l so  warns p ri nci pa l s no t  to  si m p l y report  “a l l  i nstances o f  i l l
i nd i vi dua l s. ”

In  advance  o f  an  ou tb reak,  the  Gu i de  encourages p ri nci pa l s to  consu l t  wi th  the i r pub l i c hea l th  un i ts abou t  a t tendance  concerns,  m anag i ng  i nd i vi dua l s
wi th  sym ptom s and  o the r m a tte rs.

Health unit engagement

Hea l th  un i ts a re  to  engage  wi th  schoo l s and  schoo l  boards based  on  da i l y and  suspected  case  reports,  wi th  engagem ent t ri gge red  by the  exi stence  o f
an  ou tb reak.  T he  Gu i de  de f i nes an  ou tb reak as:

" . . two  o r m ore  l ab -con f i rm ed  COVID-19  cases i n  studen ts and /o r sta ff  i n  a  schoo l  wi th  an  ep i dem i o l og i ca l  l i nk,  wi th i n  a  14 -day pe ri od ,  where
a t  l east  one  case  cou l d  have  reasonab l y acqu i red  the i r i n fect i on  i n  the  schoo l  (i ncl ud i ng  t ransporta t i on  and  be fo re  o r a f te r schoo l  ca re )."

Hea l th  un i ts a re  em powered  to  m ake  o rde rs to  address ou tb reaks,  though  the  Gu i de  speaks to  a  m ore  co l l abo ra t i ve  approach .  I t  says,  “the  pub l i c hea l th
un i t  wi l l  assi st  i n  de te rm i n i ng  wh i ch  cohort (s) m ay be  sen t  hom e o r i f  a  pa rt i a l  o r fu l l  schoo l  cl osu re  i s requ i red  based  on  the  scope  o f  the  ou tb reak.”

T he  schoo l  ro l e  i n  the  even t  o f  an  ou tb reak i s st ra i gh t fo rward .  I t  i s to  p rovi de  pub l i c hea l th  wi th  i n fo rm at i on  (i ncl ud i ng  cl ass and  cohort  l i sts),
com m un i ca te  wi th  com m un i ty m em bers based  on  pub l i c hea l th  d i rect i on  and  o the rwi se  fo l l ow pub l i c hea l th  d i rect i on .

Response to i llness in schools

T he  Gu i de  says tha t  schoo l s shou l d  ask i nd i vi dua l s who  becom e i l l  du ri ng  schoo l  hours to  wa i t  i n  an  i so l a ted  room  o r a rea  wh i l e  awa i t i ng  p i ckup .
Schoo l  pe rsonne l  i n  con tact  wi th  such  i nd i vi dua l s shou l d  keep  as m uch  physi ca l  d i stance  as possi b l e  and  wear a  su rg i ca l  m ask and  eye  p ro tect i on .
Af te rwards,  schoo l s shou l d  san i t i ze  as soon  as reasonab l y possi b l e .

T he  Gu i de ’s d i rect i on  on  the  next  step  i s bo th  vague  and  p rob l em at i c.  Accord i ng  to  the  Gu i de ,  schoo l s a re  to  “i n fo rm  necessary stakeho l de rs wi th i n  the
schoo l  com m un i ty wh i l e  m a i n ta i n i ng  con f i den t i a l i ty o f  the  i l l  i nd i vi dua l ” bu t  need  no t  take  any steps to  send  po ten t i a l  cl ose  con tacts hom e. I t  says:

"T hose  who  a re  i den t i f i ed  as po ten t i a l  cl ose  con tacts shou l d  rem a i n  cohorted .  T he  l oca l  PHU wi l l  p rovi de  any fu rthe r d i rect i on  on  test i ng  and
i so l a t i on  o f  these  con tacts,  i f  necessary.  In  m ost  i nstances,  test i ng  and  i so l a t i on  wou l d  on l y be  recom m ended  fo r con tacts o f  a  con f i rm ed
COVID-19  d i agnosi s."

T h i s gu i dance  i s d i ff i cu l t  to  reconci l e  wi th  the  On ta ri o  se l f -i so l a t i on  m ode l ,  wh i ch  wou l d  i nvi te  boards to  i m m ed i a te l y send  hom e cl ose  con tacts o f
sym ptom at i c i nd i vi dua l s ra the r than  wa i t  up  to  severa l  days fo r a  d i agnosi s o r test  resu l t .  M oreover,  the  Gu i de  i ncl udes no  d i rect i on  abou t  how to  dea l
wi th  studen ts,  teachers and  vi si to rs who  have  been  i n  a  schoo l  and ,  soon  a f te r,  becom e sym ptom at i c.

Schoo l  boards shou l d  deci de  now whe the r to  fo l l ow th i s pa rt i cu l a r pa rt  o f  the  Gu i de  o r engage  i n  a  m ore  p ro tect i ve  approach  a l i gned  wi th  the  On ta ri o
m ode l .  T h i s p ro tect i ve  approach  a l so  ca l l s fo r a  response  to  absences by teachers and  studen ts who  becom e sym ptom at i c (and  no t  si m p l y i l l ness tha t
a ri se  i n  schoo l s).

ttps://www.ontario.ca/page/operational-guidance-covid-19-management-school
ttps://www.ontario.ca/page/guide-reopening-ontarios-school


Boards m ay wi sh  to  ask teachers and  studen ts to  report  such  absences so  they can  assess the  p robab i l i ty o f  i n -schoo l  exposure  and  the  need  to
com m un i ca te  wi th  studen ts and  pa ren ts abou t  i n -schoo l  exposure  even  be fo re  the  case  i s “con f i rm ed .” As the  Gu i de  suggests,  schoo l s wi l l  o rd i na ri l y be
ab l e  to  engage  i n  such  com m un i ca t i ons wi thou t  revea l i ng  the  i den t i ty o f  sym ptom at i c i nd i vi dua l s.

Return to school

T he  Gu i de  g i ves the  fo l l owi ng  d i rect i on  regard i ng  re tu rn  to  schoo l :

Ind i vi dua l s who  had  a  COVID-19  test  because  they were  showi ng  sym ptom s bu t  tested  nega t i ve  shou l d  no t  re tu rn  to  schoo l  un t i l  a t  l east  24  hours
a f te r the i r sym ptom s have  reso l ved .

Where  a  studen t  o r sta ff  m em ber tests posi t i ve  fo r COVID-19 ,  the  l oca l  pub l i c hea l th  un i t  wi l l  be  i n  con tact  wi th  the  schoo l  to  p rovi de  fu rthe r
d i rect i on  on  re tu rn i ng  to  schoo l .

T he  Gu i de  d i scourages boards f rom  requ i ri ng  m ed i ca l  no tes and  test  resu l ts as a  cond i t i on  o f  re tu rn ,  i den t i fyi ng  such  cond i t i ons as “ba rri e rs to  re tu rn  to
schoo l . ”

Significance

Whi l e  hea l th  un i ts wi l l  no  doub t  be  on  a l e rt  to  the  ri sk o f  COVID-19  sp read  i n  schoo l s th i s fa l l ,  they do  govern  them se l ves i ndependen t l y o f  the  M i n i st ry
and  the  p rovi nce .  T he  M i n i st ry’s new Gu i de ,  however,  m ay encourage  the  ki nd  o f  support  and  co l l abo ra t i on  wi th  pub l i c hea l th  un i ts tha t  schoo l  boards
need .

T he  Gu i de ,  however,  fa i l s to  g i ve  good  d i rect i on  on  how boards shou l d  respond  to  i nd i vi dua l s who  becom e sym ptom at i c wh i l e  i n  schoo l  o r who  were
recen t l y i n  schoo l .  T he  cu rren t  p rovi nci a l  gu i dance  on  se l f -i so l a t i on  encourages a  qu i ck react i on  to  po ten t i a l  ou tb reaks by requ i ri ng  those  who  have
been  i n  cl ose  physi ca l  con tact  wi th  sym ptom at i c i nd i vi dua l s to  se l f -i so l a te  p rom pt l y.

In  l i gh t  o f  the  p rovi nci a l  m ode l ,  schoo l  boards shou l d  be  cau t i ous i n  fo l l owi ng  the  Gu i de ,  wh i ch  i nvi tes wa i t i ng  a  “con f i rm ed  case” and  pub l i c hea l th
i n te rven t i on  be fo re  taki ng  steps to  keep  cl ose  physi ca l  con tacts o f  the  po ten t i a l  COVID-19  i n fected  i nd i vi dua l  ou t  o f  schoo l s.

P l ease  ge t  i n  touch  wi th  any o f  the  con tacts be l ow i f  you  have  quest i ons abou t  COVID-19  and  the  re tu rn  to  schoo l .
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