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BACK TO SCHOOL AMIDST COVID-19 IMPACTS:
A PERSPECTIVE REPORT

ABSTRACT

Many Canadian school jurisdictions have implemented
virtual learning in light of rising COVID-19 cases within
communities. The choice of reopening schools or
continuing virtual learning is a complex one with
multiple aspects and stakeholders to consider. In this
paper, some of the facilitators and barriers in online
learning for elementary students will be discussed.

Some positive aspects of virtual learning to consider are
flexibility in timing due to asynchronous teaching and
instructional methods that educators can employ, such as
engaging with a variety of virtual programs and activities
for students to use. There can be increased access to
resources, particularly in rural communities. In addition,
online learning is associated with a greater course credit
completion and school completion.[1]

One barrier to effective online learning is the higher level
of self-regulation that virtual environments require in
comparison to in-person, which younger students are still
developing.[2] It is crucial that online learning for
elementary 
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Although the merits of in-person learning outweigh
those of virtual learning for elementary students,
online learning is often implemented in response to
rising cases of COVID-19. As such, the significant
number of barriers to remote learning must be
addressed in order to promote effective and health
conscious learning for students during the pandemic.
Students have been facing challenges with self-
regulation, work management and lack of socio-
emotional connections while teachers have been
facing obstacles related to effectively using
technology to deliver content and engage students.
Parents have struggled to understand and fulfill their
role supporting their children within the online
school environment. Considering the perspectives
presented in the literature, efforts should be made to
promote connectedness and support for families
during this difficult time. A resource toolkit is
suggested for caregivers of children enrolled in
online school to implement strategies at home to
assist their children in their education.

FRAMING THE PROBLEM
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES

Our proposed plan of action focuses specifically on
caregivers of online school students.

We will be developing a resource that provides
caregivers with recommendations on how they can best
assist their child’s learning experience from home. The
information provided will be developed in collaboration
with various stakeholders involved in the delivery of
education to students, as described below. This toolkit
aims to instill confidence in caregivers and their ability to
support their children in education, while providing
strategies that extend beyond the context of school.

Since the transition to online learning, students have been
struggling with self-regulation and scheduling in terms of
engaging with their school work and physical isolation
from their peers and teachers, which is essential to their
socio-emotional connection and educational growth.[9-
11] Additionally, students with disabilities do not have
access to the same support they received with in person
classes, such as within-school aides, assistive devices and
special accommodations, adding further barriers and
amplifying the current challenges faced by students
already.[12-13] Our toolkit will provide caregivers with
strategies to directly support their children in various
aspects of school, including scheduling of work time and
play time, managing their deadlines and keeping up with
homework, along with supporting their wellbeing by
identifying personal challenges their child faces. 

Students

Teachers

elementary school age groups include strategies for
monitoring student engagement, support in managing the
content and pacing of courses, as well as support for
families. The partnership and collaboration between the
child’s guardian and their teacher is an essential one.[2]
Parental involvement in learning is found to be correlated
with higher student academic achievement.[3] This
relationship is perhaps even more pertinent in an online
setting given the fact that parents play a larger role in
their child’s daily learning since learning takes place at
home where parents are also working remotely. The roles
of caregivers and teachers are modified as parents take
on the motivator and guiding role in the learning,
compared to teachers who are content providers.[3] This
heightened collaboration between caregivers and teachers
can be a difficult one to manage and negotiate, especially
as it is novel to everyone and has yet to be fully explored.
Studies have noted that parents have reported difficulties
in navigating online resources and determining how to
best support their child during virtual learning. A USA-
based study evaluating the inequalities inherent in virtual
learning found that the significant increase in parents
seeking out online learning resources for their children
varied drastically across socio-economic brackets.[4]
This finding, in addition to other literature conclusions,
leads to the understanding that online learning has been
widening socioeconomic education gaps.[4] Equalizing
educational opportunities, such as the ones more
commonly offered by in person schooling, would serve
to minimize achievement gaps that could become evident
in the future.

A benefit of virtual learning is the increased public health
safety of minimizing the social interaction of students
that in person learning entails thereby minimizing close
contact and the chance of the virus spreading further.
However, with the minimization of social interaction by
opting for virtual learning, other health risks are
exacerbated. A study during the early stages of COVID-
19 has suggested an increase in the prevalence of
disorders, such as anxiety and depression amongst youth.
[5] Elementary aged students in particular are undergoing
a very sensitive developmental period.[6] Thus, the loss
of regular routine and social interaction, along with the
prolonged stressors of the pandemic can be harmful not
only in the short term but in the long term as well.[5-7]
Strategies to promote resilience and adaptability in this
age group should be encouraged.

Although, the various impacts of the virtual learning
environment on elementary aged students’ development
and mental health should be accounted
for with the possible risk of reopening
schools.[8] Despite the fact that elem-
entary schools are reopening, with a
reevaluation of the situation, it is pos-
sible that closures ensue and students
will return to virtual learning. In
this case, it is important to
adapt virtual learning to
address the aforementioned

challenges that exist to improve learning for students,
their families and teachers.

Online platforms have presented multiple challenges for
educators relating to the accessibility of learning
platforms, adjustments in their teaching methods, as well
as additional workload in an online setting.[14-15]
Teachers have expressed to government the need for
better institutional investment in more advanced
technologies and training to enhance the quality of
content delivery and class engagement.[16-17] This
toolkit will be developed with direct consultation and
input from the teachers’ association of the respective
school board the toolkit is offered in, to ensure that the
educator perspective is at the forefront of the strategies
and instructions provided. By providing strategies that
caregivers can use to support their child, they also
indirectly support teachers by lessening their workload of
ensuring individual students'.
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Parents and caregivers have been struggling to identify
their role in online learning, especially navigating their
relationship with teachers.[18] As such, the toolkit will
highlight tangible items that caregivers can do to support
their child (e.g. helping to set up their remote platforms,
supervision) and what items teachers will be responsible
for (e.g. engaging the child during class time). This will
help foster a collaborative relationship, while ensuring
both parties still have a significant role in the child’s
success. Additionally, the toolkit will cover tips for
technological technological support such as internet
connection and platform navigation for those caregivers
who may not be as comfortable with online settings.[19]

Administration & School Board

The Ontario Ministry of Education and provincial school
boards will play a vital role in the regulation and
distribution of this toolkit. Throughout the COVID-19
pandemic, communication has been fragmented between
school boards themselves due to the increased isolation
of school-to-school management in virtual education,
thus calling for a greater need for a standardized
approach (20). As such, this toolkit will be distributed
within each school to ensure that communities have
equal, transparent communication; each school will
receive

Parents & Caregivers

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Because the COVID-19 pandemic is a dynamic,
evolving situation, we will have to ensure that the
toolkit is adaptable and applicable if circumstances
change. This is especially important with the
reopening of many Ontario schools, in which case
our toolkit would be more valuable if paired with in-
person tips such as social distancing and other
precautionary measures.[21] Despite the challenges
virtual learning presents, the pandemic has
highlighted online learning as a possibility in the
future. As such, our toolkit would require a more
comprehensive, long-term revision that considers
how to have sustained accessibility and a positive
experience for all stakeholders involved. However,
before such further revisions and recommendations
are made, stakeholders must obtain and evaluate the
effectiveness of the toolkit to address its strengths
and identify areas of improvement.  
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receive a toolkit with the same baselines structure and
communication facets. The Ontario College of Teachers
will also be directly involved in the creation of this
toolkit to ensure the teachers’ perspective and expertise
are being included in its implementation.[20]
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