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Abstract: Following the shutdowns and emergency remote teaching in Spring 2020, the 
2020-21 school year launched across Canada focused on in person learning (with limited 
attention to remote learning). As the year progressed, it was evident lessons that should 
have been learned in Spring 2020 had not been heeded. Most jurisdictions did not prepare 
for the 2020-21 school year to proceed in the expected ‘toggle term’ fashion, relying on 
remote learning that saw limited success and an inequitable learning experience for many 
students due in part to a lack of planning and teacher training – challenges that have 
persisted into the 2021-22 school year. 
 

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the term ‘emergency remote teaching’ 
emerged to describe what was occurring in education at all levels as schools shuttered their doors 
to in-person learning. Hodges et al. (2020) described emergency remote teaching as: 

a temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis 
circumstances.  It involves the use of fully remote teaching solutions for instruction or 
education that would otherwise be delivered face-to-face or as blended or hybrid courses 
and that will return to that format once the crisis or emergency has abated.  The primary 
objective in these circumstances is not to re-create a robust educational ecosystem but 
rather to provide temporary access to instruction and instructional supports in a manner 
that is quick to set up and is reliably available during an emergency or crisis. (para. 13) 

This was contrasted with online learning, which was based on purposeful instructional planning, 
and a systematic model of administrative procedures and course development. Online learning 
also required the careful consideration of various pedagogical strategies combined with the 
purposeful selection of technology tools, and the determination of which are best suited to the 
specific affordances and challenges of delivery mediums, typically lacking in the pandemic’s 
remote teaching. Finally, careful planning for online learning also required that teachers be 
appropriately trained to use the tools available and apply them effectively to facilitate learning. 

Emergency remote teaching was the first of four phases of educator’s response to the 
pandemic as described by Barbour et al. (2020). 
Figure 1. Four phases of educational response to COVID-19. 
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In Phase 2 schools and teachers begin to shift focus to prescribed curriculum, incorporate 
suitable resources, and address equity issues, but the type of education provided may still be in 
the “emergency remote teaching” stage. Phase 3 is a period where schools ‘toggle’ between in 
person learning to remote learning, and remains described as ‘remote learning’, as it is still 
designed to be temporary. At some point, schools will eventually emerge into Phase 4 or a ‘new 
normal’ where online learning is just another option within the system.  

This paper provides an overview of the response by Canadian jurisdictions during the 
pandemic through an examination of the past three school years. First, it outlines the emergency 
actions taken; the tools, content, and devices provided, curated, and/or created; and the nature of 
instruction that occurred during the Spring 2020 (Nagle et al., 2020a). Second, it examines the 
planning and preparation undertaken for the Fall 2020 re-opening, as well as the different 
learning models that were utilized during disruptions during the 2020-21 school year (Nagle et 
al., 2020b; Nagle et al., 2021). Third, it explores the planning and preparation taken for the Fall 
2021 re-opening for a potentially third disrupted school year (LaBonte et al., 2021; 2022). 

Methodology 
Data were collected by consulting existing collections of data related to the response 

from various provinces and territories (Bogart, 2020; Borden Ladner Gervais, 2020; People for 
Education, 2020-2021; Wong, 2021a). Each of these collections collated data for each 
jurisdiction as they released their educational guidelines at various stages from the beginning of 
the pandemic through to the 2021-22 school year. This data included, but was not limited to: 
important dates, learning models, and health and safety measures- with links to the various 
Ministry plans and guides. Additional data were gleaned from general searches conducted of 
news releases and from major news sources for each jurisdiction. Finally, the authors also made 
use of the existing networks that had been developed by the Canadian eLearning Network. 

Closure in Spring 2020 
Schools in Canada began to close on March 13th, and within 10 days all K-12 schools 

were closed. By March 20th jurisdictions began to announce their plans for remote instruction, 

398



and by April 21st all provinces and territories had transitioned. However, the reality was that 
even though some jurisdictions had a higher proportion of students and teachers with experience 
in distance and online learning or had a more substantial e-learning infrastructure, the reality was 
that the remote teaching that occurred in every jurisdiction during Spring 2020 was emergency 
remote teaching (or consistent with Phase 1). It was an attempt to connect with students remotely 
to create some type of educational presence. While it is safe to state that most teachers were 
unprepared to transition to an online setting during the emergency remote teaching that occurred 
during Spring 2020, some jurisdictions had the potential to be better positioned to provide 
continuity of learning than others.  
Table 1. Existing e-Learning Structure Prior to the Pandemic (Barbour et al., 2022b) 

Jurisdiction # of 
Programs 

% of Students 
Involved 

Centralized 
Program 

Centralized 
LMS 

Centralized Course 
Development 

BC 69 10.8%  
  

AB 34 11.2% ✔ 
 

✔ 
SK 16 6.7%  

  

MB 38 6.6% ✔ ✔ ✔ 
ON 70 4.9% ✔ ✔ ✔ 
QC 5 3.5% ✔ 

 
✔ 

NB 2 3.5% ✔ ✔ ✔ 
PE 0 0.1% ✔ 

  

NS 2 1.8% ✔ ✔ ✔ 
NL 1 1.7% ✔ ✔ ✔ 
YT 2 4.2% ✔ ✔ ✔ 
NT 1 1.5% ✔ ✔ ✔ 
NU 0 0.001%  

  

Federal 5 2.0%  
  

For example, some jurisdictions had a higher proportion of students and teachers with experience 
in traditional distance and online learning and/or a more substantial e-learning infrastructure 
prior to the pandemic. As improvements to the learning experience were made (e.g., digital 
devices distributed to students, resources published on websites, digital tools employed, and 
some training offered to teachers), equity of access and the quality of practice improved 
somewhat, this ‘remote learning’ could be described as transitioning to Phase 2 – although this 
transition was not consistent across all jurisdictions. 

During the summer 2020 little public consideration was given to planning for a return to 
remote learning in many of the provinces and territories. The spread of COVID-19 had 
‘flattened’ or begun diminishing in most jurisdictions and Ministry plans shifted to focusing on a 
‘safe’ return to school buildings. This included efforts and planning focused on designing school 
building entries, student flow through buildings, cleaning protocols for all surfaces, setting 
requirements for student social distancing as well as the organization of students into cohort 
groups and timetables for their classes and courses. In short, little planning or preparation (e.g., 
teacher training, creation or expansion of digital learning spaces, investment in robust online 
learning programs, etc.) was provided with a focus clearly on a return to classrooms despite 
epidemiological modelling pointing to continuing school closures. 
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As full-time distance/online learning has been available to K-12 students in most 
jurisdictions for some time, many education authorities provided parents/guardians the option to 
enroll their students in existing full-time distance, online learning opportunities.  
Table 2. Learning Options Planned for Fall 2020 by Jurisdiction 
Jurisdiction Learning Options 
BC Fully in-person learning with distance learning an option 
AB Fully in-person with distance learning an option 
SK Fully in-person; remote learning for elementary and asynchronous and for 

secondary, synchronous blended learning through the Online Learning Center 
MB Fully in-person; blended options for any student sick with COVID-19 or 

secondary students 
ON Fully in-person for grades K-8; remote for grades K-12 with either offline 

packages or online synchronous and asynchronous learning for grades 9-12 with 
asynchronous and synchronous learning 

QC Fully in-person for elementary; fully in-person or blended for secondary 
NB Fully in-person; remote paper-based for grades K-2; similar with some online 

technology for grades 3-5; technology-based asynchronous and synchronous for 
grades 6-8; blended with asynchronous and synchronous for grades 9-12 

NS Not specified 
PE Fully in-person 
NL Fully in-person instruction; remote learning for students home due to COVID-19 
YT Fully in-person for grades K-9; fully in-person in rural areas for grades 10-12; 

Whitehorse area offers a blended asynchronous and synchronous approach  
NT Fully in-person for K-9; grades 10-12 can choose fully in-person or blended  
NU Fully in-person 

In most cases, these distance/online learning opportunities were provided by existing providers – 
some of whom had a history of providing supplemental and full-time learning opportunities for 
over two decades. There were also instances where school boards and districts established their 
own distance education programs over the summer of 2020 – sometimes in partnership with an 
existing K-12 distance/online learning program and sometimes on their own. However, for a 
variety of reasons, many parents/guardians decided their children would complete all of their 
learning at a distance online. This parental choice often overwhelmed existing distance/online 
learning programs who were unprepared for the level of growth that was experienced, and, for 
newly created district-programs, it was crushing. In both instances, the unexpected growth often 
resulted in a poorer quality of distance/online learning compared to previous years. 

The 2020-21 School Year 
While the continuing pandemic and requirement for physical distancing put restrictions 

on how the return to school would occur, the predominant theme and planning for most 
provincial and territorial government leaders remained focused on keeping schools ‘safe’ and the 
continuation of in-person learning. Efforts were focused on designing entries, flow through 
buildings, cleaning protocols, social distancing, and rules regarding the wearing of masks while 
in school buildings. In many jurisdictions students were organized into cohort groups to 
minimize the number of contacts. Timetables for classes were planned to limit class size which 
did have implications for remote learning. The focus was on meeting public health regulations 
and re-establishing both social and economic balance, with keeping schools open being the 
lynchpin. Saskatchewan and British Columbia delayed planned school opening dates by two to 
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five days to better prepare school buildings and protocols. Ontario was the only jurisdiction that 
planned a differentiated start date based on the modality of instruction, and delayed those 
beginning in a remote learning context was twice as long due in part to the increase in the 
number of parents demanding online learning at the last minute.  

As the new school year launched, it became apparent that the increase in community and 
school COVID outbreaks were not thoroughly planned for, despite epidemiological modelling 
that suggested increasing transmission with children back in school and parents at work, not to 
mention the increase of indoor gatherings as the weather got colder. Looking back, there 
certainly was limited teacher training in preparation for the hybrid and remote learning that was 
to come. It seemed the focus on getting students in school buildings took away attention to 
continuity of learning based on what might happen or epidemiologists warned off. In retrospect, 
temporarily delaying school openings, or after the return from planned closures (e.g., summer 
and/or winter holidays or spring break), to support planned teacher training might have helped 
improve continuity of learning during forced closures during the school year. 

During 2020-21 several new learning models were created that combined aspects of the 
different mediums to accommodate various public health measures (e.g., mask wearing, physical 
and social distancing, restricted class size, etc.). The measures related to physical distancing and 
restricted class size forced some schools to adopt learning models where students were only in 
the physical classroom a certain portion of time, or different groups of students were in the 
classroom while the rest of the students were at home and learning remotely. While in-person 
and distance/online learning existed before the pandemic and research had identified effective 
learning models, the remote learning models that emerged during the pandemic were not well 
known and had little or no research into their efficacy.  
Figure 2. Various learning models available during the 2020-21 school year 

 
In-person learning is the traditional model of learning where students are enrolled in a brick-and-
mortar school and engage in their learning with teachers in a classroom setting. Distance/online 
learning is also a traditional model of learning that has existed for the past two and a half decades 
where the student and teacher were geographically separated. Hybrid learning was a model 
where one group of students, or a cohort, learned in-person in their classroom some of the time 
while another group of students were learning at home, both instructed by the same classroom-
based teacher. In most instances the two cohort groups would alternate between in-person and at-
home learning (e.g., one day in-person, the next day at a distance, etc.). Concurrent teaching (a 
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form of hybrid learning also called co-seating or co-locating) was a model where the classroom-
based teacher taught some students who were in-person with the teacher in the physical 
classroom (i.e., ‘roomies’), and at the same time the teacher’s instruction was being streamed 
live through a web conferencing software to other students logged in at home (i.e., ‘zoomies’). 
Remote learning was a model of distance/online learning designed to be temporary in nature, and 
was generally only used when in-person learning was not an option. 

As 2020-21 progressed, it was evident lessons that could, or should, have been learned 
during the rapid transition to emergency remote teaching in Spring 2020 had not been heeded in 
all provinces and territories. The reality was that some jurisdictions simply did not put in place 
the necessary planning or preparation to allow 2020-21 to proceed in the expected ‘toggle term’ 
fashion – as envisioned by Phase 3. While some schools remained open throughout the entire 
2020-21 school year and others offered robust online learning instruction, some jurisdictions 
experienced province-wide school closures for up to 19 weeks with limited success with remote 
learning due to a lack of planning and teacher training. Even those schools that remained open, 
often used a model of hybrid learning that boards/districts and teachers were unprepared to 
implement with the level of fidelity needed to ensure that students had an equitable learning 
experience.  

While it may be safe to say that in many jurisdictions teachers lacked the training and 
were unprepared to transition to remote learning, this was not the case in other jurisdictions. 
Some provinces and territories were potentially much better positioned to provide continuity of 
learning than others. For example, Nova Scotia extended their December 2020 holiday break for 
students by one week, and set province-wide teacher professional development during the first 
week of January 2021 that covered a variety of topics. Further, guidelines were announced for 
2020-21 that established minimum hours for synchronous remote learning and asynchronous 
learning. The Ministry of Education also provided all teachers access to their eLearning site and 
distributed assistive technologies for students requiring them.  

Similarly, British Columbia delayed implementing changes to its online learning 
programs  which enabled many of the 69 public and independent online schools to enroll 
students whose parents/guardians preferred them to learn from home. British Columbia also 
continued with student cohorts or ‘learning groups’ for in-school learning and for secondary 
students a hybrid learning model was implemented with cohort groups alternating in-school 
attendance and remote learning. Teachers were required to transition learning materials to a 
learning management system (such as Moodle, Google Classroom, or Microsoft Teams). As 
such, teachers were able to track student progress whether they were attending at school or 
learning remotely. It is also worth noting that there were no province-wide school closures. 

Even with a more relaxed approach to public health precautions, most jurisdictions still 
did not make systematic preparations for hybrid learning or remote learning (beyond what was 
experienced during the Spring 2020 or the 2020-21 school year). A pattern for the continuation 
of putting all efforts and focus to in-person instruction, again with minimal focus on preparing 
for a ‘toggle’ described in Phase 3. Indeed, with continuing disruptions and school closures, the 
argument could be made that few jurisdictions are even thinking about a ‘new normal’ and the 
ability to actually pivot swiftly between in school and remote learning with limited impact on 
student engagement and learning. In Ontario guide to reopening schools (Davidson, 2021), 
school boards were required to consider remote learning when schools closed due to inclement 
weather. The need to effectively plan for and train teachers for a model of ‘toggling’ between in 
school and remote could not be more clear. 
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There are several specific examples in the planning for Fall 2021 that are worth noting 
that could be examples of a move to supporting the ‘toggle.’ For example, in Ontario the 
concurrent teaching model – where classroom-based teachers teach students in the classroom and 
simultaneously to remote students logged into web conferencing software that live streams the 
classroom – began emerging during the 2020-21 school year. It was dubbed as ‘hybrid learning,’ 
but as discussed earlier the Ontario model was the concurrent teaching model of hybrid. This 
‘live’ broadcast teaching model with students in the classroom and others logging in by video 
remotely was planned for by many boards after the Ministry of Education announced that all 
school boards in the province would offer a remote learning option during the 2021-22 school 
year (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2021). While many boards already offered optional online 
learning programs that were quickly doubling in size, some boards were unable to offer an online 
program that covered the full curriculum. Further, many school boards lacked the necessary 
funding to create or offer an online or remote learning program (Wong, 2021b). In essence, the 
concurrent teaching or hybrid learning model was the only way that many school boards were 
able to meet the Ministry’s remote learning policy requirement that was within the board’s 
financial means. Even before the start of the new school year, the model had fallen under 
criticism (Stewart, 2021) and recently teachers unions are speaking out about its negative impact 
on both teachers and student learning.  

There were some jurisdictions who provided good detail and direction in their announced 
plans at the start of the 2021-22 school year. Interestingly, both Nunavut and the Yukon are 
examples of jurisdictions where the Ministry plans were detailed and descriptive, but more 
importantly outlined a variety of instructional options to accommodate all possibilities associated 
with a realistic understanding of the toggle nature of the 2021-22 school year. For example, the 
Yukon (2021) in their School during COVID-19: Guidelines for the 2021–22 School Year 
provided clear guidelines for “What school looks like for ALL students” and “What school looks 
like at individual schools” in the case of 100%, 50%, 20% and 0% school capacity. Essentially, 
there were detailed descriptions for the public health measures in place for in-person learning, 
how schools would operate and learning would occur when there was a need for hybrid learning 
with half capacity and very low capacity, and then the planning needed for remote learning to 
occur. Additionally, even when there was no disruption, the document outlined measures that 
would be undertaken to incorporate more blended learning into the classroom, which it was 
argued would make hybrid learning and remote learning less of an adjustment. These types of 
plans were much more realistic in terms of how the 2021-22 school year was likely to progress, 
as compared to the belief that students must return to class regardless. 

The 2021-22 School Year 
At the time each of these jurisdictions were determining and/or adjusting their plans, it 

was against the backdrop of the status of the pandemic in their jurisdiction. 
Table 3. Factors impacting the instructional model. 
Jurisdiction Vaccine Masks Distancing Cohorts Class 

Size 
Activities 

BC None Required for 
grade 4 and up 

Not 
required 

  Can 
resume 

AB None Not required Not 
required 

  Can 
resume 

SK None Required for 
unvaccinated 

Not 
required 

None   
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MB None Indoors Where 
possible 

K-6  Follow 
public 
health 
guidelines 

ON None Required Where 
possible 

None  Can 
resume 

QC None Not required Not 
required 

None  Can 
resume 

NB None Required  None  Greater 
freedom 

NS None Required Required None Not 
specified 

Can 
resume 

PE None Recommended    Follow 
public 
health 
guidelines 

NL None Not required Not 
required 

None Not 
specified 

Can 
resume 

YT None Required Required None  Can 
resume 

NT None Required Required 
K-6 

Recommended  On hold 

NU None Up to local 
public health 
officials 

Where 
possible 

Recommended  On hold 

While the focus of this phase of the study was on the planning and preparation that occurred 
during the summer 2021, the subsequent data allowed for some evaluation of how ready 
jurisdictions actually were as they entered their third year of pandemic pedagogy. 

As 2021-22 started, the concurrent teaching variation of the hybrid learning model 
quickly came under criticism after it was announced as an option for the coming school year in 
Ontario. As a reminder, the concurrent teaching model is one where the teacher manages 
instruction and student learning for children that arrive to their classroom, while simultaneously 
streaming that instruction to children who are forced or choose to remain at home and connect to 
the room remotely. Stewart (2021) suggested that the “relationships teachers build and support in 
their classrooms… are integral to children’s engagement, learning and wellness [and that a] 
hybrid model disrupts those practices, and encourages a default to simple, slowed-down, teacher-
led approaches” (para. 13-14). This reality reduced the quality of the education received by 
students. This criticism was echoed in the voices of students who were concerned that teachers 
were preoccupied with technology and processes to try and connect the two groups of students to 
the classroom. None of the plans announced by Ontario prior to the start of 2021-22 offered 
support, or even envisioned, the hybrid and concurrent models were used. 

Given the epidemiological realities of the pandemic, anyone approaching the situation 
from a realistic perspective should have understood that 2021-22 would be another year of 
toggling between various states of in-person and remote learning. Only two months into the 
current school year, there has already been school closures and the need for remote learning due 
local and regional outbreaks from Newfoundland and Labrador to British Columbia to the 
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Northwest Territories. It was hoped that some of the differences in policy and practice that 
emerged throughout 2020-21, and even those announced at the start of 2021-22, would beguides 
for politicians and policymakers as schools grapple with another toggle school year. 

Summary 
While earlier phases of the study were all designed to simply document public actions 

and pronouncements of various jurisdictions during these phases and were not designed to assess 
the educational response various governments have made during the pandemic (in fact much of 
the commentary about these responses in this paper are provided as new perspectives on these 
actions and pronouncements). For example, there has not been a systematic examination of 
whether teachers reported to not being adequately trained to design, deliver, and support learning 
remotely. While Ministries of Health provided reports of community spread of the virus, there 
were no systematic research studies into whether reopening schools increased the spread of 
COVID-19. However, research from other jurisdictions did find that teachers were generally 
unprepared to engage in remote learning and that reopening of schools for in person learning did 
contribute to community transmission. 

Overall, jurisdictions that enacted quick, stringent, and sustained restrictions had lower 
case counts and death rates than jurisdictions that were slower to bring in restrictions or brought 
in looser restrictions, and also had fewer restricted days overall. As the 2020-21 school year 
progressed, it was evident lessons that could, or should, have been learned during the rapid 
transition to emergency remote teaching in Spring 2020 had not been heeded. The reality was 
that some jurisdictions still did not put in place the necessary planning or preparation to allow 
even the 2021-22 school year to proceed in the expected ‘toggle term’ fashion. While it may be 
safe to say that in many jurisdictions teachers lacked the training and were unprepared to 
transition to remote learning, this was not the case in other jurisdictions. Some provinces and 
territories were potentially much better positioned to provide continuity of learning than others, 
unfortunately those jurisdictions did not leverage those advantages in most instances.  

However, it is also important for stakeholders to continue to keep an eye on the emerging 
new normal. While much of the remote learning provided was poorly supported and executed, 
there have been groups that have benefitted from learning in an online setting. When 
parents/guardians are free to choose between in-person, online learning, or some combination 
without concern about their child’s health, what will the K-12 distance, online, and blended 
learning landscape look like? How will the remote learning lessons of the pandemic inform 
policy and practice in the future? What will politicians and policymakers take away from the past 
18 months to guide short-term and long-term school closures during the next disaster? These 
questions highlight the need to continue this line of inquiry. 
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