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Ontario educational institutions: COVID-19 and the close contact problem
Educa t i ona l  i nst i tu t i ons a re  em barki ng  on  a  fa l l  sem este r l i ke  none  o the r.  M ost  have  a l ready deve l oped  p l ans fo r m anag i ng  the  ri sk o f  COVID-19  sp read
i n  schoo l s,  on  cam puses,  i n  resi dences and  i n  workp l aces.  T h i s sho rt  no te  ra i ses an  i m portan t  p l ann i ng  po i n t  fo r On ta ri o  i nst i tu t i ons tha t  a ri ses ou t  o f  a
pecu l i a ri ty i n  the  p rovi nce ’s cu rren t  se l f -i so l a t i on  gu i dance .

The significance of access control and provincial guidance

T he  m ost  fundam enta l  du ty o f  an  educa t i ona l  i nst i tu t i on  th i s fa l l  i s to  con tro l  access to  schoo l s,  cam puses and  workp l aces.  T he  ob j ect  i s to  keep
em p l oyees,  studen ts and  vi si to rs who  m ay be con tag i ous ou t  o f  the  envi ronm ent and  away f rom  o the rs,  an  ob j ect i ve  m ost  o f ten  accom p l i shed  by
em p l oyi ng  passi ve  and  act i ve  screen i ng  p ro toco l s.

De te rm i n i ng  who  i s a t  g rea t  enough  ri sk o f  be i ng  con tag i ous to  be  excl uded  f rom  study and  work i s a  com p l ex m atte r o f  m ed i ca l  sci ence .  Each
provi nce ,  though ,  has consi de red  the  sci ence ,  we i ghed  the  ri sks and  i ssued  gu i dance .  T he  gu i dance  i s no t  l aw (un l ess i nco rpo ra ted  i n to  an  o rde r),  bu t
shou l d  be  fo l l owed  as i t  can  be  p resum ed to  be  va l i d .  In  o the r words,  i t  wou l d  be  ve ry ha rd  to  accuse  an  i nst i tu t i on  who  fo l l ows p rovi nci a l  gu i dance  o f
neg l i gence  o r a  fa i l u re  o f  due  d i l i gence .

Provincial self-isolation rules address symptoms, travel and contact

In  a l l  p rovi nces,  i nd i vi dua l s wi th  sym ptom s and  i nd i vi dua l s re tu rn i ng  f rom  ou t-o f-coun try t rave l  a re  to  se l f -i so l a te ,  and  i n  som e p rovi nces those
re tu rn i ng  f rom  i n te r-p rovi nci a l  t rave l  a re  to  se l f -i so l a te .

M ost  p rovi nces on l y u rge  cl ose  con tacts o f  those  wi th  sym ptom s to  be  cau t i ous –  to  m on i to r them se l ves fo r sym ptom s wh i l e  go i ng  abou t  da i l y l i fe .  In
these  p rovi nces,  con tacts a re  on l y requ i red  to  se l f -i so l a te  i f  the  o the r i nd i vi dua l ’s case  i s “con f i rm ed” vi a  d i agnoses.  Inst i tu t i ons ou tsi de  o f  On ta ri o  wi th
resi dences have  the re fo re  p l anned  to  m ove  room m ates ou t  o f  the  sam e l i vi ng  space  as those  who  a re  si ck wh i l e  cau t i on i ng  room m ates to  se l f -m on i to r
pend i ng  any con tact  f rom  pub l i c hea l th .

The Ontario guidance is protective and strict

Onta ri o  i s d i ffe ren t .  Curren t l y,  On ta ri o ’s se l f -assessm ent too l  d i rects i nd i vi dua l s 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  i m m ed i a te l y se l f -i so l a te .  Cl ose  physi ca l  con tact  m eans “be i ng  l ess than  2  m etres away i n  the  sam e room , workspace ,  o r a rea ” o r “l i vi ng  i n  the  sam e
hom e.” T he  se l f -assessm ent too l  a l so  te l l s those  wi th  sym ptom s to  advi se  the i r cl ose  physi ca l  con tacts to  se l f -i so l a te .

T he  On ta ri o  gu i dance  i s p ro tect i ve  and  stri ct ,  pa rt i cu l a rl y g i ven  the  l ong  l i st  o f  COVID-19  sym ptom s. However,  the  p rovi nce  has been  qu i te  cl ea r tha t
housem ates (and  o the r cl ose  physi ca l  con tacts) o f  those  wi th  sym ptom s shou l d  se l f -i so l a te ,  even  be fo re  a  case  i s con f i rm ed . On ta ri o  i nst i tu t i ons shou l d
appreci a te  tha t  they a re  taki ng  a  ri sk i f  they a l l ow these  i nd i vi dua l s to  a t tend  cl ass and  o the r o rgan i zed  act i vi t i es.  T here  a re  a l so  i m p l i ca t i ons fo r
m anag i ng  studen ts i n  resi dences.

The Ontario guidance invites an institutional response to suspected cases

T he  On ta ri o  gu i dance  i nvi tes con tacts to  se l f -i so l a te  we l l  be fo re  pub l i c hea l th  becom es i nvo l ved  i n  con tact  t raci ng ,  and  p ressures i nst i tu t i ons to
engage  i n  act i ve  case  m anagem ent tha t  resem b l es con tact  t raci ng .  I f ,  fo r exam p l e ,  an  i nstructo r who  has recen t l y been  i n  a  l ab  wi th  studen ts reports i l l
wi th  COVID-19  sym ptom s, the re  i s an  i m m ed i a te  i ssue  o f  po ten t i a l  exposure  to  consi de r.  Gi ven  the  p rovi nci a l  gu i dance ,  si m p l y wa i t i ng  fo r pub l i c hea l th
con tact  those  who  m ay have  been  exposed  i f  and  when  the re  i s a  d i agnosi s i s p rob l em at i c.

Som e Onta ri o  i nst i tu t i ons have  fa i l ed  to  appreci a te  the  i d i osyncrasy po i n ted  ou t  i n  th i s pub l i ca t i on .  T hese  i nst i tu t i ons have  screen i ng  p ro toco l s tha t
a re  under-i ncl usi ve  and  have  p l anned  fo r g rea te r re l i ance  on  pub l i c hea l th  con tact  t raci ng  e ffo rts than  m ay be  appropri a te .  A l though  the re  i s a  bu rden
i m posed  by the  On ta ri o  gu i dance ,  i t  i s one  tha t  a l l  On ta ri o  i nst i tu t i ons shou l d  ca re fu l l y consi de r.
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