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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This study concludes that during the early 
months of the COVID-19 global pandemic, 
students in independent Christian schools 
in Ontario had opportunity for a better 
educational experience than their peers 
in government schools. Far fewer days of 
instruction were lost, and the curriculum 
remained well rounded; teachers stayed closely 
connected to each student; students requiring 
special education supports continued to be 
served; and communities, including board 
members and donors, contributed to the 
well-being of the school and its participants. 
This was accomplished without provincial 
funding, by ordinary families working together 
in community with dedicated educators and 
school leaders. The question remains whether 
this resilience is possible only in the short-term 
during a period of intense crisis, or whether it 
is in the nature of this sector and might have 
potential to play out over a longer period of 
extreme hardship.

BACKGROUND AND APPROACH 
TO STUDY

In mid-March of 2020, all school buildings—
of both public and independent schools—in 
Ontario and Prince Edward Island were required 
to close due to a global coronavirus pandemic. 
The buildings remained closed through the 
remainder of the school year. At the time, 
Edvance Christian Schools Association had 
eighty-one affiliate schools—all independent 
schools—in these two Canadian provinces. 
This paper reports how these schools pivoted 
from offering face-to-face education to remote 
learning from March to June 2020.

Eighty-five percent of the affiliate-school 
principals completed an online survey between 
June 9 and 16, 2020, and findings are reported 
here. The participants’ schools were elementary, 

usually serving junior kindergarten to grade 8 
(75 percent); secondary, serving grades 9 to 12 
(13 percent); or junior kindergarten to grade 
12 schools (12 percent). Of the participating 
schools, 26 percent had fewer than one hundred 
students, 35 percent had between one hundred 
and two hundred students, and 39 percent had 
more than two hundred students.

LEARNING CONTINUITY
Independent schools responded to the closures 
with agility. As schools pivoted quickly from 
face-to-face to remote learning, they also 
proved able to implement previously unused 
technology and tools to engage students in 
their learning activities and interactions.

Although the closures occurred during the 
March break, schools pivoted so quickly 
that almost half (48 percent) missed no 
instructional days and 84 percent missed just 
three days or fewer. The majority of schools 
exceeded the suggested instructional hours 
per week published by the Ontario Ministry 
of Education, and most reported multiple 
sessions per week for engagement in real-time 
lessons, activities, and meetings with students.

The schools also prioritized, and often 
enhanced, special-education services. Of the 
schools that offered special-education services 
(97 percent), most continued offering special-
education support services for their students 
(88 percent).

At the nexus of the remote-learning journey 
were the educators. Principals reported many 
examples of the role that teachers played in the 
successful delivery of education during these 
first months of the pandemic. Teachers were 
critical to maintaining personal connections 
with each student and their families. Journeying 



5Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

together within the support community that 
surrounded the school appears to be another of 
the key strengths and benefits to families and 
students during the closures.

BUSINESS CONTINUITY
Independent schools in Ontario and Prince 
Edward Island receive no government funding 
for the education they provide. Instead, tuition 
and fundraising constitute the bulk of the 
revenues. Many surveyed schools (eight in ten) 
responded to the unexpected situation of the 
pandemic by offering emergency tuition relief 
to families who needed assistance. On average, 
some tuition relief was offered to eight families 
per school, with 457 total families benefiting.

In turn, the schools experienced the generosity 
of donors, with reports that donors gave in 
unexpected ways to tuition assistance and other 
needs during this period.

Still, independent Christian schools made 
difficult employment decisions in order to 
steward their expenses. Seventy-seven percent 
of participating schools laid off one or more 
staff members. Of those that laid off staff, 43 
percent reported laying off 5 to 20 percent of 
their staff, and 47 percent reported laying off 
21 to 50 percent.

While the schools studied demonstrated their 
ability to maintain solvency in the short term, 
the principals viewed the future as less bright. 
Most (58 percent) anticipated growth if face-
to-face schooling were to resume in fall 2020, 
whereas only 4 percent projected growth if the 
2020–21 school year were to include continued 
remote or hybrid learning. Elementary-school 
principals, in particular, expected enrolment 
decreases should hybrid or remote learning still 
be in place in September.

CONCLUSIONS

In contrast to government schools—which, 
even with significant additional pandemic-
related resources, provided little formal 
education from March through September  
2020 in Ontario—Christian independent 
schools demonstrated resiliency and agility in 
the short term, showing an ability to adapt to 
new requirements and circumstances while still 
continuing to offer an engaging and effective 
program of learning.

Concerns for the whole child remained evident 
even when physical presence was not possible. 
Student support continued. Communication 
was not one direction only, with a simple goal 
of keeping parents and students informed, but 
was designed to foster and enhance relations 
with parents and students.

This group of independent schools not only 
appeared financially resilient in the short-term 
but also demonstrated a posture of generosity. 
It is remarkable that with diminished revenues 
and smaller staffs, schools were still able 
to effectively deliver education that was 
widely appreciated.

Creative, timely, effective, and caring 
design and delivery of learning, using new 
media and platforms, characterized the 
impressive contribution of Christian school 
educators during the closures of spring 2020. 
Collaborative communities; capable, caring 
educators; and confident, engaged students 
appeared to be at the heart of the resiliency 
in these schools during this time. As of June 
2020, however, principals were left wondering 
whether this situation could be sustained into 
another school year. This is a question that 
Cardus will examine in future research.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY                                                                             4

INTRODUCTION                                                                                       7

METHODOLOGY                                                                                       8

DESIGN                                                                                                 8

PARTICIPATION RATE                                                                             8

SCHOOL SIZE AND GRADE LEVELS                                                          8

FINDINGS                                                                                                9

SCHOOL CLOSURES                                                                               9

REMOTE LEARNING                                                                              10

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS                                                                  15

FINANCIAL IMPACT                                                                               17

LOOKING AHEAD TO 2020–21                                                                 18

STORIES                                                                                               21

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION                                                             27

SUCCESSFUL PIVOT THROUGH COMMITTED EDUCATORS                        27

STUDENT LEARNING                                                                             27

ROUNDED CURRICULUM                                                                      27

SPECIAL EDUCATION                                                                            28

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS                                                                  28

FINANCIAL RESOURCEFULNESS                                                            28

SHORT-TERM RESILIENCY AND LONGER-TERM CONCERN                        28

REFERENCES                                                                                          30

APPENDIX A: ADDITIONAL TABLES WITH FURTHER DETAIL                         31

APPENDIX B: METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS                                         36

APPENDIX C: SURVEY QUESTIONS                                                            37

6Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca



7Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

INTRODUCTION

1  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.

2   Other helpful insights into the well-being of the sector include a series of qualitative, journalistic stories published 
in May and June 2020 in Convivium based on interviews with Christian school heads, educators, and students. 
P. Stockland, “Independence and Inequality.” Convivium, May 21, 2020. https://www.convivium.ca/articles/
independence-and-inequality/; P. Stockland, “Recalibrating Education.” Convivium, May 25, 2020. https://www.
convivium.ca/articles/recalibrating-education/; P. Stockland, “Upholding Community.” Convivium, May 27, 2020. 
https://www.convivium.ca/articles/upholding-community/; P. Stockland, “Beyond Academics.” Convivium, June 1, 
2020. https://www.convivium.ca/articles/beyond-academics/.

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

4  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.

The social, emotional, academic, and economic 
implications of the global COVID-19 
pandemic will be studied for years to come, 
particularly the closures of many enterprises 
and venues that daily life and education 
ordinarily revolve around, and the prolonged, 
stay-at-home measures enforced on much of 
society. This report captures one part of that 
story, through a quantitative and self-reporting 
study of a small group of Christian schools in 
Canada in the initial months of the pandemic.

One effect of the pandemic was the sudden 
announcement of school-building closures in 
Ontario on March 12, 2020.1 Many Edvance 
affiliate schools were just completing their last 
day (or had one day remaining) before the start 
of one or two weeks of scheduled March break. 
The closure announcement resulted in altered 
or cancelled vacation plans and a pivot from 
(largely) face-to-face, in-classroom learning to 
emergency at-home learning.

This report aims to address the questions 
of whether and how learning and learning 
celebration (including graduation) continued 
in the sector and investigates the financial 
and business impact of the building closures. 
The study contributes to what is known about 
how independent Christian schools and 
their students fared in the early stages of the 
pandemic.2

Independent Christian schools, like all private 
schools in Ontario and the four Atlantic 
provinces but unlike those in Quebec and 
the four provinces to the west, receive no 
government funding for operations or capital. 
On average, 96.6 percent of revenue derives 
from tuition and fundraising.3 Previous 
demographic research about the families that 
choose independent Christian schools shows 
that these are largely middle- or working-class 
families. Their incomes are similar to those 
of other taxpaying families who send their 
children to “free,” publicly funded schools.4 

https://news.ontario.ca/opo/en/2020/03/title.html
https://www.convivium.ca/articles/independence-and-inequality/
https://www.convivium.ca/articles/independence-and-inequality/
https://www.convivium.ca/articles/recalibrating-education/
https://www.convivium.ca/articles/recalibrating-education/
https://www.convivium.ca/articles/upholding-community/
https://www.convivium.ca/articles/beyond-academics/
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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In other words, wealth does not explain 
their reason for enrolling their children in 
independent Christian schools.5 Instead, recent 
research suggests that “parents who sent their 
children to non-religious independent schools 
chose their school because it is safe, instills 
confidence in students, and teaches students 
to think critically and independently. Families 
who chose a religious independent school, 
meanwhile, cite their school’s support for 
their values, teaching right from wrong, and 
reinforcement of their faith or religious beliefs” 
as top reasons for their choice.6

METHODOLOGY

DESIGN

This report is based on data gathered through 
an online survey. The survey was developed and 
piloted in May and June 2020 and was based 
on a survey designed and administered by the 
US-based Association of Christian Schools 
International in a separate study.7

Potential participants in the survey were the 
principals (or school heads) of the eighty-one 
schools affiliated with Edvance. Participants 
were given one week to complete the survey. 
Access was distributed by email on June 9, 
with a letter of explanation and invitation to 

5  Although, for example, Ontario’s Education Act in subsection 1(1) and the “Private Schools and Home Education 
Regulation” under Prince Edward Island’s School Act refer to non-government schools as “private schools,” the term 
“private” should not invoke images of elite, university-prep schools but rather that the schools are owned and operated 
independent of local school districts or the respective ministry (Ontario) or department (PEI) of education, and that 
these schools operate without provincial government funding.

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

7  We are grateful to L.E. Swaner, C. Marshall Powell, and ACSI-USA for permitting us to use and adapt their 
survey instrument. We have also modelled our report on theirs, which discusses their findings for the schools in their 
association. L.E. Swaner and C. Marshall Powell, “Christian Schools and COVID-19: Responding Nimbly, Facing the 
Future.” Association of Christian Schools International, May 2020. https://www.acsi.org/docs/default-source/website-
publishing/research/acsi-covid-19-survey-report-final.pdf?sfvrsn=b4b7bf3d_2.

participate. Three reminders were sent between 
June 11 and June 16. The survey was closed at 
midnight on June 16. The full survey can be 
found in appendix C.

PARTICIPATION RATE

The survey had a response rate of 85 percent. 
Sixty-nine schools in Ontario and Prince 
Edward Island participated. Respondents 
identified themselves as principals (100 
percent), with 6 percent also identifying 
as teachers.

SCHOOL SIZE AND GRADE LEVELS

The participating schools were representative 
of Edvance affiliates in terms of grade levels 
offered and school size. Table 1 shows the 
actual number of participants in each school-

TABLE 1: TOTAL NUMBER OF EDVANCE 
AFFILIATE SCHOOLS AND THE NUMBER 
OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS 

School Type Total 
Edvance 
Affiliates

Participants

Elementary 60 52

Secondary 12 9

JK–12 9 8

Total 81 69

https://www.acsi.org/docs/default-source/website-publishing/research/acsi-covid-19-survey-report-final.pdf?sfvrsn=b4b7bf3d_2
https://www.acsi.org/docs/default-source/website-publishing/research/acsi-covid-19-survey-report-final.pdf?sfvrsn=b4b7bf3d_2
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level type and the total number of schools at 
each level.8

As shown in figure 1, 75 percent of participating 
schools were elementary (typically junior 
kindergarten [JK] to grade 8), 13 percent were 
secondary (typically grades 9 to 12), and 12 
percent spanned elementary and secondary 
(typically JK to grade 12).

Throughout this report, school size is defined 
in terms of student enrolment by head count. 
As shown in figure 2, just over one-quarter 
of participating schools had fewer than 100 
students (26 percent), just over one third had 
100 to 200 students (35 percent), almost one-
quarter had between 201 and 300 students (23 
percent), and less than one in five had more 
than 300 students (16 percent). Figure 3 shows 
the share of participants of various school sizes 
within each school level.

8  Please note that although not specifically referenced throughout the report, appendix A provides tables with 
additional detail to accompany many of the tables and figures in this report. Methodological limitations are discussed 
in appendix B.

FINDINGS

SCHOOL CLOSURES

BUILDINGS AND CAMPUSES
At the time the survey was conducted, all 
physical campuses of the participating schools 
were closed. The school closure began on 
March 12 in Ontario and on March 17 in 
Prince Edward Island.

The survey asked about instructional days 
missed due to the physical closures, not 
including holidays, professional-development 
days, or planned breaks. A goal of this question 
was to gauge the timeline of the schools’ 
transition to remote learning. Across all levels, 
as shown in table 2, nearly half of all schools 
missed no instructional programming, 84 
percent missed three days or fewer, and one of 
every twenty-five schools missed ten days or

FIGURE 2: PARTICIPATION BY SCHOOL 
SIZE (BASED ON ENROLMENT)

<100

100-200

201-300

301-400

400+

26%

35%

23%

10%
6%

FIGURE 1: PARTICIPATION BY SCHOOL 
TYPE
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75%

13%

12%
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more.9 The schools pivoted nimbly from face-
to-face instruction to remote learning.

REMOTE LEARNING

PREPAREDNESS
Participating schools were asked to gauge their 
prior readiness for offering remote learning. 
They were asked to self-assess their preparedness 
on a five-point scale from “extremely prepared” 
to “extremely unprepared.” Nearly half of 
all schools reported feeling either extremely 
prepared or prepared (44 percent), while 
30 percent reported feeling unprepared or 
extremely unprepared. About one-quarter of 
participants reported a neutral answer (fig. 4).

9  One school that missed ten-plus instructional days discontinued remote learning early. It did, however, begin at 
least one parent-support group to encourage and assist parents to navigate the delivery of education for the rest of 
the year.

When disaggregated by school type, JK–12 
schools reported feeling most prepared for the 
transition, while secondary schools felt least 
prepared. Given the very few instructional days 
missed, as reported in table 2, it is surprising 
that more schools didn’t report feeling prepared 
for the transition, as most of them successfully 
did so in short order.

PRACTICES
During the transition to remote learning, 
schools had to identify and implement 
technologies and tools to reach their learners 
in the new environment. In order to gauge 
their preparedness to do so, the survey asked 
participants to identify all of the remote-

TABLE 2: NUMBER OF INSTRUCTIONAL DAYS MISSED FOLLOWING MARCH BREAK

Days Missed Elementary Secondary JK–12 Average

None 50% 11% 75% 48%

1–3 days 35% 56% 25% 36%

4–5 days 8% 11% 0% 7%

6–10 days 4% 11% 0% 4%

More than 10 days 4% 11% 0% 4%

FIGURE 3: SCHOOL SIZE BY ENROLMENT BASED ON SCHOOL TYPE
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learning tools and platforms that were already in 
use before the buildings were closed. As shown 
in figure 5, learning-management systems such 
as Google Classroom and Edsby had already 
been in use by 83 percent of schools. Many 
schools (67 percent) reported using digital 
curriculum resources before the closure.

The use of remote-learning tools increased 
dramatically after the closures, with almost 
all schools reporting use of both a learning-
management system and a video-conferencing 
service as part of their strategy (fig. 5). Use 
of an online curriculum provider more than 
doubled. Schools thus proved able to adopt 
and implement previously unused technology 
and tools to engage students in their learning 
activities and interactions.

REMOTE LEARNING HOURS
Schools transitioning from face-to-face 
instruction to remote learning had to determine 
how many hours of instruction were attainable 
in the new modality. Participants were asked to 
report how many hours of remote learning per 
day were provided to particular grade categories. 
Nearly all secondary schools reported between 
three and six hours of remote learning per 
day. There was much variation in elementary 
school reporting. Eighty-two percent of JK/
SK students received one to three hours of 
remote learning per day (five to fifteen hours 
per week). Ninety-one percent of students 
in grades 1–3 received between one and four 
hours per day. Eighty-four percent of students 
in grades 4–6 received two to five hours per 
day. And 87 percent of students in grades 7–8 
received two to five hours per day, with some 
schools reporting some level of variation from 
the given choices (fig. 6). The majority of the 
schools met and often exceeded the hours-

FIGURE 4: PREPAREDNESS FOR REMOTE 
LEARNING
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AND AFTER MARCH BREAK
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per-week guidelines published by the Ontario 
Ministry of Education, as listed in table 3.10

The average hours of remote instruction, 
as shown in figure 7, rose steadily for each 
cohort of students from junior kindergarten 
to secondary school. This is an expected result, 
given the differences in children’s ages and 
their learning at various grade levels. A junior 
kindergarten student, for example, would be 
expected to spend much of their time engaged 
in play and socialization, whereas a grade 12 
student would be more heavily engaged in 
individual academic activities.

10  S. Lecce, “Letters to Ontario’s parents from the Minister of Education.” https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-
ontarios-parents-minister-education.

Involvement of teachers synchronously (that 
is, “live” or “in real time” with students) was a 
much-debated topic in remote learning. It was 
also a contentious issue politically in Ontario 
during this time. Very few of the surveyed 
schools, as illustrated in figure 8, reported 

“Our parents have been incredibly 
happy [during school closures] with 
the involvement of our teachers. 
Each class has a morning meeting 
on Zoom. Then the class has either 
French or PE in the afternoon on 
Zoom and closes off with a shorter 
meeting with homeroom teacher. 
We have chapel together as a school 
on Friday afternoon, with about 
130 screens. The grade 7 and 8 
teachers created a virtual tour and 
scavenger hunt of Montreal to help 
replace the graduation trip. Very 
creative!” 

—Oakville Christian School, 
Oakville

FIGURE 6: AVERAGE TIME SPENT IN 
REMOTE LEARNING PER DAY
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TABLE 3: COMPARISON OF EDVANCE AFFILIATE SCHOOLS’ REMOTE LEARNING 
HOURS WITH THE ONTARIO MINISTRY OF EDUCATION GUIDELINES

Grade Division Average  
Hours/Day

Guideline 
Hours/Day

Average  
Hours/Week

Guideline 
Hours/Week

JK–SK 1.6 1.0 8.0 5.0

Grades 1–3 2.3 1.0 11.5 5.0

Grades 4–6 2.9 1.0 14.5 5.0

Grades 7–8 3.4 2.0 17.0 10.0

Grades 9–12 4.3 2.4 21.5 12.0

https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education
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less than one time per week engaged in real-
time lessons, activities, and meetings with 
students. This suggests that schools felt that 
synchronous learning was an integral part of 
their connections with students. The frequency 
of synchronous learning varied by grade level, 
with the youngest students receiving less 
synchronous learning than senior students.

The exception here is the secondary schools, 
for which fewer synchronous hours than their 
counterparts in grades 4–8 were reported. 
It is possible that students working at the 
secondary-school level were able to work 
more independently than those in elementary 
school and thus required less real-time 
teacher interaction, as is the case in the face-
to-face classroom.

It is likely that teacher-recorded videos, 
synchronous class meetings, and synchronous 

individualized student support were methods 
that had been used sparingly before the 
March break. Yet many schools began using 
all of these tools to meet their students’ needs 
during remote learning. It is notable that fewer 
schools employed virtual means of student 
collaboration (fig. 9).

SUBJECT AREAS
All of the schools were able to transition to 
remote learning with their students in certain 
subject areas (fig. 10). All secondary schools 
reported continuing the courses that had 
begun in winter 2020. All elementary schools 
reported providing grade-level literacy and 
numeracy programming for their students. 
Over 80 percent of elementary schools were 
able to continue offering social studies, science, 
and Bible from a distance. One in two schools 
continued to offer music and arts, and two in five 
reported continuing physical-education classes.

“Even though we would not have 
chosen to transition all of our 
learning online, both teachers and 
students have discovered blessings 
and benefits of this remote platform, 
which have stretched and challenged 
us to be more intentional, flexible, 
and resourceful. Our students and 
teachers were patient and gracious 
throughout this transition to a 
new delivery model. We value our 
community and relationships 
during this period of change and 
uncertainty.”

—Redeemer Christian High 
School, Ottawa

FIGURE 9: COMPARISON OF REMOTE 
LEARNING METHODS BY SCHOOL TYPE

SecondaryElementary
0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Project-based / service-based learning
53%

53%

Video conferencing
100%

Virtual student collaboration

71%
60%

Teacher-recorded video

94%
95%

Synchronous individualized student support

88%
85%

Synchronous class meeting

82%
93%

Other digital curriculum resources

82%
63%

100%



15Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

SPECIAL EDUCATION (STUDENT-
SUPPORT SERVICES)
When asked to what extent special education 
(increasingly called student-support services) 
continued during remote learning, the schools’ 
responses indicate that they clearly prioritized, 
and often enhanced, this service. Ninety-seven 
percent of schools normally offer special-
education services (fig. 11). Only 3 percent of 
schools reported that they had discontinued 
these services. Almost nine in ten secondary 
schools (89 percent) either increased their level 
of support or maintained their pre-remote level.

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

FEEDBACK MECHANISMS
As schools worked to find ways to connect with 
their families from a distance, participants were 
asked to disclose whether they had feedback 

mechanisms in place to collect non-anecdotal 
data from particular stakeholders. Nine in 
ten schools (fig. 12) created ways to connect 
with families, while eight in ten connected 
with instructional staff and seven in ten with 
students. Schools reported less contact with 
other staff, or with donors and the broader 
support community.

“We were able to plan a four-day 
virtual grad trip to New York City, 
London, Paris, and Rome during 
the five days that our students 
should have been in Quebec City. We 
delivered souvenirs and food from 
each country, in four daily surprise 
packages that also included daily 
itineraries and maps. (The students 
didn’t know where they would be 
visiting until they opened their 
package each day.) Each day we met 
on Zoom and watched videos, looked 
at pictures, and learned about the 
place they were visiting through 
detailed Google slides for each 
city. We also provided the students 
with lots of links if they wanted to 
continue to explore each city on 
their own. It was such a blessing 
to be able to provide these students 
with a memorable experience at a 
time that they were missing out on 
so much.”

—Elora Road Christian School, 
Guelph

FIGURE 10: SUBJECT AREAS OFFERED 
VIA REMOTE LEARNING
Literacy & numeracy

Music & arts

Physical education

All courses started in Winter 2020

SecondaryElementary

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

100%

100%

Social studies & science
82%

Bible
85%

52%

42%

French
12%

Elementary other
18%

PERCENT OF PARTICIPANTS AT EACH LEVEL
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Types of schools differed slightly in how well 
they were able to connect with their various 
stakeholders. It appears that secondary schools 
and JK–12 schools were able to consistently 
find ways to solicit feedback from families, 
instructional staff, and students. All school 
types struggled with consistently finding ways 
to connect with other staff, and with donors 
and the broader support community. It is 
likely that “other staff” included staff who had 
been laid off and were therefore not part of 
regular communications.

CONNECTING WITH IMMEDIATE 
FAMILIES
It is clear that all schools prioritized 
communications with their immediate families 
over other stakeholders. We asked participants 
to recount how they connected with their school 
families. Universally, schools employed regular 
emails from school leadership to families. It is 

FIGURE 12: FEEDBACK MECHANISMS

FIGURE 11: STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES 
OFFERED

Continued virtually with increased level of 
support

22%

Continued virtually with same level of support

28%

Services discontinued

3%

Do not offer these services

3%

Other

6%

Continued virtually with decreased level of 
support

38%

91%

PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS
10%0% 20% 30%

Families

Other staff

Donors / supporting community

28%

55%

PERCENT OF PARTICIPANTS
20%0% 40% 60% 80%

70%

Students

80%

Instructional staff

“I think one of the best things that 
has come out of this for our school 
has been the increased focus on 
community, whether through our 
weekly Facebook Live chapels, our 
Celebration of Learning, where 
students got to shine Jesus’s light 
in their neighbourhoods by serving 
others, or connections between 
teachers and parents. This has been 
one of the central elements to our 
school for a number of years, but 
it was further highlighted during 
these times.”

—Trinity Christian School, 
Burlington
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unclear whether the following methods were 
employed before remote learning began, but 
over 70 percent of schools communicated with 
families by means of virtual chapels, phone 
calls, and media (video, vlogs, etc.) (fig. 13).

GRADUATION
Schools came up with new and innovative 
ways to host their graduation ceremonies for 
the class of 2020. Notably, none cancelled their 
festivities completely. There was some variation 
by school type. For example, 35 percent of 
secondary schools decided to reschedule their 
graduation to a later date, whereas over 50 
percent of elementary schools decided either to 
proceed with graduation virtually or to create 
a hybrid graduation plan (fig. 14). In all, the 
schools creatively celebrated their graduates 
and maintained or enhanced community 
connections through this period.

FINANCIAL IMPACT

TUITION
Edvance affiliate schools depend largely on 
tuition fees to meet their operating expenses. 
Some families’ finances were negatively affected 
by the closure of businesses deemed non-
essential. Many of the schools (eight in ten, 
as shown in fig. 15) responded by offering 
emergency tuition relief to families who 
needed assistance.

On average, each school offered tuition relief 
to eight families, with 457 total families 
benefiting. Some schools (19 percent, as shown 
in fig. 16) decided to provide tuition rebates 
or refunds. If rebates were given, they were 
typically small and included rebates of specific 
fees (extracurriculars, transportation, etc.).

FIGURE 13: METHODS OF CONNECTING 
WITH IMMEDIATE FAMILIES

FIGURE 14: GRADUATION PLANS
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STAFFING
Schools were asked to report whether they had 
laid off any staff. As shown in figure 17, over 
three-quarters of schools (77 percent) reported 
laying off some staff. Forty-nine percent of 
schools that reported laying off staff said that 
they laid off 11–30 percent of their employees 
(fig. 18).

FUNDRAISING
The school-building closures affected 
fundraising activities heavily. Participants 
were asked to describe how their school was 
intending to handle their planned fundraisers. 
Most schools (82 percent, as shown in fig. 
19) either modified their planned fundraisers 
or completely halted fundraising efforts. 
Qualitative data, however, provides strong 
evidence that schools continued to experience 
the generosity of some donors, with occasional 
reports that donors gave in unexpected ways 
to tuition assistance and other needs during 
this time.

ACCESSING GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS
Many schools chose to participate in one 
or more government-assistance programs, 
including the 10 percent Wage Subsidy (67 
percent), Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy 
(61 percent), and Canada Emergency Business 
Account (49 percent) (fig. 20).

LOOKING AHEAD TO 2020–21

ENROLMENT PROJECTIONS
In addition to questions about the current 
year’s financial outlook, the survey asked 
participants to respond to questions about 
enrolment planning for the 2020–21 school 
year. Most participants (69 percent, as shown 
in fig. 21) reported that that their projections 
for re-enrolment (enrolled families returning) 
were either the same or lower than at the same 

FIGURE 15: PROVIDED EMERGENCY 
TUITION RELIEF

FIGURE 16: PROVIDED TUITION REBATE 
OR REFUND

FIGURE 17: PERCENTAGE OF SCHOOLS 
WITH STAFF LAYOFFS

Yes
83%

No
17%

Yes
19%

No
81%

Yes
77%

No
23%
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FIGURE 18: PERCENTAGE OF STAFF 
LAYOFFS

FIGURE 19: FUNDRAISING ACTIVITIES

FIGURE 20: ACCESSING GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS
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time the previous year. A majority of schools 
(51 percent, as shown in fig. 21) reported lower 
new-student inquiries when compared to the 
same period in the previous year. Secondary 
schools reported the lowest number of re-
enrolments and inquiries compared to the 
previous year (fig. 22). This may in part reflect 
the uncertainty surrounding international 
student enrolment.

When asked to predict their enrolment in 
the event of return to full-time face-to-face 
schooling in fall 2020, the respondents showed 
optimism. Most schools (58 percent, as shown 
in fig. 23) anticipated growth if face-to-face 
schooling resumed, whereas only 4 percent 
of schools projected growth if the new school 
year was not entirely face-to-face and would 
include remote or hybrid learning. Elementary-
only schools reported that they expected an 
enrolment decrease if hybrid or entirely remote 
learning was in place in September. It is possible 
that school leaders anticipated that parents of 
very young children would be unwilling to 

FIGURE 21: RE-ENROLMENT AND NEW 
STUDENT INQUIRIES

FIGURE 22: RE-ENROLMENT AND NEW 
STUDENT INQUIRIES BY SCHOOL TYPE
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enrol if they were faced with facilitating their 
child’s learning at home.

Some additional anecdotal responses suggest 
that respondents anticipated that enrolment 
would depend on the form schooling would 
take in September. Given the success that 
schools appear to have had with their remote-
learning models and the good retention of 
students during this time, the level of pessimism 
toward enrolment for the next school year, 
should it not be entirely face-to-face delivery, is 
perhaps surprising. Still, success in short-term 
remote learning in an emergency context is 
different from sustaining the approach over the 
longer term.

CONTINGENCY PLANNING
The pandemic disruption presented many 
difficulties for schools in terms of finances, 
operations, and instruction. Participants were 
asked to identify the contingency plans that 
they were considering for the next school year. 
Many schools reported that they expected 
continued school-building closures (70 percent) 
and a reduction of non-academic programs (64 
percent, as shown in fig. 24).

Participants were also asked about innovations 
they were considering. Significantly, most 
schools (72 percent, as show in fig. 25) were 
planning to incorporate remote learning into 
their face-to-face delivery, while over half (54 
percent) also indicated that their innovations in 
learning could include a “new hybrid delivery 
program.” Indeed, 46 percent indicated that 
they would make additional investments in 
technology. In identifying “other” innovations, 
participants listed innovations such as 1:1 
devices, cohorting students, part-time rotation 
of students, multi-site learning, low-tech 
approaches, expansion of partnerships with 
other Christian schools, and using school 
spaces in unique ways.

The schools have proven their ability to be 
nimble and innovative. Overall, principals 
indicated that their planning for future 
programming would include at least some 
remote-delivery elements within a primarily 
face-to-face, in-person instructional model, 
with a slight majority indicating exploring 
new models of hybrid programming (not all of 
which, it should be pointed out, include digital 
technology). Taken together, this presumably 
points toward a future of rather different 
models for instructional delivery in Christian 
schools. Indeed, a propensity toward increasing 
instructional variation and pedagogical 
innovation positions these schools to grow and 
flourish in the new educational landscape that 
could emerge following the pandemic.

STORIES

When invited to share a positive story about 
their school from this time, seventy-four 
participants provided responses of various 
lengths. Some have been quoted individually 
throughout this report, offering examples in 
the school leaders’ own voices. Reflection on 
the comments as a whole reveals at least three 
distinct themes: community collaboration, 
educator capacity, and student agency.

COMMUNITY COLLABORATION
Principals overwhelmingly reported on the 
collaboration experienced during this period. 
In the words of one respondent, it was a time 
of “responsive engagement.” Parents, donors, 
volunteers, and boards were highlighted as 
critical to the schools’ well-being and even 
flourishing “during this challenging time,” in 
the words of one respondent.

Many reflected on parents. “We have a . . . 
close partnership with our parents, who 
are very supportive and engaged in their 
child’s education; this has allowed learning 
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FIGURE 24: FALL CONTINGENCY 
PLANNING

FIGURE 25: INNOVATIONS FOR 2020–21 
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to continue almost untainted for especially 
our older students.” One respondent noted a 
“growing appreciation between parents and 
staff for the way in which we are dependent 
upon each other within our community.” 
Several mentioned parents and teachers 
“getting to know one another better,” “parents 
having greater appreciation for what teachers 
do,” and remarked that parent “gratitude is 
overwhelming.” The gratitude was reciprocal, as 
many principals expressed appreciation for the 
role that parents played throughout these days. 
Many noted that families were also reaching out 
to one another, even setting up support groups. 
Evidently, the parent satisfaction spilled over, 
causing one school leader to note that “parents 
were so appreciative and vocal about the level 
of instruction being offered their children 
[that] we are responding to [new] parents 
requesting admission for their children, solely 
due to reports of [our current] parents.” And 
in another’s words, “[Experiencing] the growth 
of community is a vital reason families want to 
return. They are proud of the commitment and 
[are] sharing it with others.”

Donors and volunteers also played unexpected 
roles in schools’ well-being. As noted earlier, 
although 82 percent of schools had to halt 
or alter usual fundraising activities, several 
principals reported that they received 
unsolicited donations from members of the 
school community and grandparents who 
perceived the “possibility of need.” Respondents 
also expressed appreciation for the increased role 
that boards played in navigating the challenges. 
The readiness of independent-school board 
members to support the school in time of crisis is 
a significant insight. Typically, local community 
members are elected or appointed to serve for 
a term on an independent-school board, and 
it is most common that the role is one more 
of governance than of operations. This study 
points to the seriousness with which board 

members approach their position and indicates 
their willingness to accept responsibility for 
increasing involvement (perhaps even at the 
operational level) during times of hardship and 
crisis in independent schools.

In all, the manner in which the school 
community journeyed together appears to be 
one of key strengths and benefits to families 
and students of independent Christian schools 
throughout the difficult circumstances in 
spring 2020.

EDUCATOR CAPACITY
At the nexus of the remote-learning journey 
were the educators. Principals reported 
many examples of the role that teachers 
played in the successful delivery of education 
during these first months of the pandemic. 
Teachers were critical to maintaining personal 
connection with each student. “The teachers 
have been excellent,” said one, “and stepped 
up to the plate, connecting with students 
and making impromptu deliveries and phone 
calls to encourage students and support the 
community.” “I think the teachers throughout 
Edvance [affiliate] schools are heroes,” claimed 
another. “They were the gatekeepers of our 
school culture and ensured that students’ 
spiritual, academic, and emotional needs were 
attended to. Their genuine and sacrificial care 
of our school community was such a blessing.” 
Another principal reported, “I am so impressed 
with the way my staff has gone above and 
beyond to connect ‘in person’ with each of their 
students. Staff have dropped little packages off 
on doorsteps, provided graduation attire and 
staged grad photos on student front lawns . . . 
made extensive videos presentations including 
all their students.”

In terms of the curriculum delivery or remote 
learning offered, many principals were lavish in 
their praise. “The staff have been amazing in 
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the way they pivoted to remote learning,” one 
effused. Another said, “We have been delighted 
by the ability and willingness of teachers 
to adapt to the challenging circumstances 
of this spring.” Another stated, “While the 
circumstances are difficult, it has been amazing 
to see the staff respond and work with kids 
to continue learning. Staff have been open to 
new technology and pedagogy, new ways of 
thinking about assessment, and many of these 
things will carry forward into the regular class. 
My staff has always valued collaboration, but 
it has been inspiring to see them share ideas, 
offer support and encouragement, as well as 
share beautiful student work.” One reported, 
“One of our older intermediate teachers who 
was not very tech savvy is now leading the 
pack with ideas and ways to make the online 
learning exciting for the students.” Another 
wrote similarly about positive uptake of use of 
digital technology: “Staff members who had 
very little experience with technology have 
started to include technology in great ways. 
To see their development and excitement, to 
see them find out it’s not actually that hard, 
has been valuable.” Another expressed similar 
appreciation for “the way the teachers have 
stepped up and been willing to learn new 
formats in order to produce incredible lessons.”

Many talked about how weekly chapel, often 
mixed with daily (remote) meetings with 
students, were important parts of the learning 
program offered during this period. “We 
started into remote learning the very first day 
following the March break, with very little 
preparation available. Our teachers have done 
a fabulous job engaging with students on a 
daily basis and keeping positive learning going. 
A highlight for building community into the 
midst of isolation [has] been our weekly online 
chapels carrying on with worship and teaching 
in alignment with our theme from Philippians 
2 of ‘Jesus Christ is Lord.’ We carried on with a 
mantra of ‘Separate but Together.’”

Numerous principals reflected on the engaging 
use of digital technology to deliver learning. 
Some planned virtual field trips (some even in 
place of planned end-of-year trips). One told 
of a virtual track-and-field day that teachers 
planned and delivered remotely. Another said, 
“We hosted school-wide read-alouds each 
afternoon, where various teachers read some 
of their favourite books. Our daily school 
gathering each morning gave opportunity to 
go deep in teaching biblical truths in powerful 
ways. . . . We were enriched by weekly talent 
shows . . . hosted on Friday [afternoons] as a 
way to start our weekends with some fun. It 
was delightful, the ‘acts’ that auditioned for a 
spot in the show. We never would have hosted 
these events had we been in regular school. 
Some very special memories were made.” One 
school “challenged families to recreate famous 
pieces of artwork” and reported delight at the 
creativity and effort that their school Facebook 
page now displays.

Some designed virtual group meetings and 
chats so well that one young student claimed 
“he was enjoying the Zoom classroom chats so 
much that he hoped they would continue every 
Saturday once we returned to the classroom.” 
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Moving to remote platforms has “stretched and 
challenged us to be more intentional, flexible, 
and resourceful,” stated another.

In addition to art, geography, physical 
education, read-alouds, Bible, and chapel, 
learning in core math and literacy also 
continued. Several fascinating stories were 
shared about unexpected student success. We 
share one story here: “A beautiful by-product of 
remote learning was the opportunity (with the 
blessing of parents) to expand a multi-grade 
Resource Spelling Class from two periods per 
week to the equivalent of four periods [per 
week] during remote learning. Students really 
enjoyed the classes, laughed often, and felt very 
successful in their learning. To our collective 
delight, the year-end diagnostic evaluation 
revealed that most students gained between 
two and four grade levels of spelling ability in 
this one school year!”

Creative, timely, effective, and caring design 
and delivery of learning, using new media 
and platforms, characterize the impressive 
contribution of these Christian school 
educators during this challenging time.

STUDENT AGENCY
And at the heart of it stands the learner. If the 
stories told and comments offered by school 
heads in this survey provide a small window 
into the well-being and even flourishing that 
occurred during the pandemic’s early months, 
then perhaps we are all being given a glimpse 
of what is possible with students and student 
learning in the months and years ahead.

Repeatedly, the stories highlighted unexpected 
places and moments of flourishing. We were 
told of students who struggled in the ordinary 
classroom, now shining. We were told of 
students’ improvements in some subject areas 

due to more time, fewer distractions, and 
personalized and adaptive instruction. Most 
important perhaps, we caught an impression 
of what is possible when students experience 
increased ownership and responsibility for their 
learning, or, as it has been described, “when 
students take an active role in their education 
rather than having school ‘done to them.’”

These stories give us sightings of what took 
place when students found more agency in their 
learning during these days. It did not happen 
in a vacuum, but it did happen. An atmosphere 
and a vision were created by community, 
parents, and educators, supports were offered, 
and ultimately many more learners experienced 
real ownership of their learning and of their 
educational experiences.

“We were all caught off guard,” one principal 
said. “We all floundered at the start. But with 
perseverance and God helping us, most survived 
and many even thrived. Google Classroom 
was more manageable for the students in the 
grade 7 and 8 class than [for] the very young. 
Those who were already developing strong self-
regulation skills were able to grab hold of this 
new learning and run confidently. Those who 
were still at the starting gate quickly realized 
they had to grab onto what was hitherto not 
their own. Many did, and they grew by leaps and 
bounds. One student in particular flourished 
and rose to the top. In the brick-and-mortar 
classroom, her perseverance skills were strong, 
but it was all just so hard. Classmates were 
distracting, the pace was too fast, and there were 
always the comparisons. COVID-19 burst in, 
and school shut down. This student was now 
free to spend as much time as she chose on her 
Google Classroom assignments, and this she 
did. Home-based learning, though abbreviated 
in scope, quickly became the opportunity to 
pore over her schooling for seven hours a day. 
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Gone were the unsettling factors of the physical 
classroom. Welcome were the quiet and all 
the time wanted. In twelve short weeks, this 
student rose from a struggling student in the 
classroom to a robust and capable graduating 
grade 8 student. In many ways, we thank you, 
Lord, for school shutdown. You provided some 
unexpected triumphs!”

Another story of student initiative was as 
follows: “This good-news story involves a grade 
8 student who was a competitive CrossFit 
athlete who had to give up the sport due to 
injury. He started making two workout videos 
a week that were shared with the students from 
grade 5 to 8 via YouTube. It was great to see 
him overcome his disappointment and share 
his passion with his fellow students.” Another 
story runs, “A student in grade 7/8 math had 
been struggling with math. They were quite 
shy and quiet, not the kind of student to ask 
for help. When asked if they needed help, they 
usually said they were doing fine. During the 
COVID-19 time at home, this student was 
able to spend time with their mom to work 
through the lessons. On occasion, they even 
joined in a Zoom meeting for ‘math help.’ I 
was afraid at times the student would become 
very frustrated and want to give up on math, 
as the content was getting quite difficult. This 
student not only continued diligently working 
each day, often several hours, but became more 
comfortable with the content and was able to 
successfully complete their work. The student 
has expressed an increased appreciation for 
math and in their abilities as a math student. 
Praise the Lord we were able to use this time 
for a renewed interest and commitment to the 
students’ work and for their parents’ input and 
assistance!”

Other encouraging stories of student initiative 
and agency have to do with finding ways 

to help others. Not only did some external 
donors offer support to several schools, but 
the stories tell of a number of students in 
different schools becoming donors themselves, 
making donations of funds they had raised 
for now-cancelled field trips and other events. 
Respondents told of student groups giving 
their group funds to seniors’ homes, women’s 
and children’s shelters, and food banks.

When students own their own education, the 
learning becomes vibrant and real. The teacher 
genuinely becomes a respected guide alongside 
the student, who takes ownership and initiative 
over the approach to learning, including 
pacing, location, approach, and sometimes 
content. Remote learning provided just such 
opportunities for many students to experience 
guided self-regulation and thus enhanced their 
own educational agency.



27Pandemic Pivot www.cardus.ca

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

11  CBC News, “TDSB Wants to Centralize Remote Learning in a ‘Virtual School’ as Part of COVID-19 Plan.” 
August 19, 2020. https://www.cbc.ca/news/Canada/Toronto/tdsb-remote-learning-virtual-school-1.5691770.”

12  S. Lecce, “Letters to Ontario’s Parents,” March 24, 2020. https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-
minister-education#section-9; S. Lecce, “Letters to Ontario’s Parents,” March 31, 2020. https://www.ontario.ca/page/
letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-8; S. Lecce, “Letters to Ontario’s Parents,” April 28, 2020. https://
www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-7.

13  Office of the Premier, “Health and Safety Top Priority as Schools Remain Closed.” Government of Ontario, May 
19, 2020. https://news.ontario.ca/opo/en/2020/5/health-and-safety-top-proiority-as-schools-remain-closed.html.

14  See S. Lecce, “Letters to Ontario’s Parents,” April 28, 2020. The “minimum suggested standard” was five hours for 
K–6, ten hours for grades 7–8, and three hours per course for semestered students, or 1.5 hours for non-semestered 
students, for grades 9–12.

We draw several conclusions from our analysis 
of the survey responses.

SUCCESSFUL PIVOT THROUGH 
COMMITTED EDUCATORS

The schools affiliated with Edvance   
demonstrated resiliency and agility in the 
short term, showing an ability to adapt to 
new requirements and circumstances all while 
continuing to offer an engaging and effective 
program of learning. The transition to remote 
learning was quick, even though many felt 
unprepared. It is useful to note, by way of 
contrast, that as late as August 19, 2020, the 
chair of the Toronto District School Board 
stated that “we just do not have enough 
resources to provide [remote learning] on an 
individual school basis.”11 Not only did the 
surveyed independent schools adopt new 
technology quickly, they also engaged a wide 
variety of platforms in doing so. Indeed, within 
a single week, all schools, up from one school 
in five prior to the building closures, were using 
video conferencing to connect with students. 
As another point of contrast, publicly funded 
schools went entirely without teacher-led 
instruction from March 12 to April 6. On April 
28, Ontario minister of education Stephen 
Lecce announced that work was now being 

assigned to students.12 But as these schools 
remained closed until the fall,13 and no tests 
or grades were administered, it is reasonable 
to conclude that limited instruction, and 
most likely little formal education, took place 
in publicly funded schools from March 12 
through to September.

STUDENT LEARNING

The average number of hours that students 
spent in learning each day (as defined by 
school expectations) was significantly higher 
than the number expected by the Ontario 
Ministry of Education for publicly funded 
schools.14 These higher hours were decided at 
the individual-school level, giving continued 
evidence of the presence of self-regulation and 
pursuit of high standards within the sector. Not 
only were learning hours per day higher, but 
synchronous learning was also frequently used 
as a key means of connecting with students—a 
measure that families and students appreciated. 
Synchronous learning, sometimes several times 
per day, contributed to academic success but 
also to students’ social, emotional, and spiritual 
well-being. Concern for the whole child 
remained evident even when physical presence 
was not possible.

https://www.cbc.ca/news/Canada/Toronto/tdsb-remote-learning-virtual-school-1.5691770
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-9
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-9
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-8
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-8
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-7
https://www.ontario.ca/page/letter-ontarios-parents-minister-education#section-7
https://news.ontario.ca/opo/en/2020/5/health-and-safety-top-proiority-as-schools-remain-closed.html
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ROUNDED CURRICULUM

While the Ontario Ministry of Education 
emphasized literacy and numeracy, our 
surveyed schools focused on those core subjects 
as well as on social studies, science, and Bible. 
Over half also included art and music, and two 
in five physical education. Christian education 
values the whole person, and offering a well-
rounded curriculum is one demonstration of 
that priority. It was evident that this priority 
continued to be pursued and, in many cases, 
achieved. Celebrations of learning continued 
as well, and most schools found creative ways 
to celebrate their graduates—kindergarten, 
grade 8, and grade 12—while still respecting 
physical-distancing requirements.

SPECIAL EDUCATION

Almost all (97 percent) participating Christian 
schools offer special-education services, with 
only 3 percent discontinuing these student-
support services after mid-March. In fact, more 
than half of the secondary schools (56 percent) 
increased their level of student support. Not 
only was the whole student a priority; serving 
all students regardless of circumstances was 
evidently a priority as well.

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

Communication with families, parents, and 
students was a priority during this period. 
Communication was not one-directional, with 
the simple goal of keeping parents and students 
informed, but rather was designed to foster and 
enhance relations.

15  Edvance affiliate schools serve an average of 98.5 families; thus an average of just over 8 percent requested financial 
assistance in this short-term period.

16  S. Lecce, “Letters to Ontario Parents”; CBC News, “TDSB Wants to Centralize Remote Learning.”

Communication with donors and the support 
community was a lower priority during 
this period.

FINANCIAL RESOURCEFULNESS

This group of schools appeared to be financially 
resilient in the short-term and also demonstrated 
a posture of generosity. More than four in five 
schools offered tuition assistance if requested, 
to an average of eight families per school.15 
About one in five schools also offered some 
refunds for extra fees and transportation. The 
short-term resiliency was apparent, given 
that four of every five schools had to alter or 
discontinue their usual fundraising in spring 
2020. About three-quarters of schools laid off 
some staff, with 30 percent of schools laying off 
31–50 percent.

It is remarkable that with diminished revenues 
and smaller staffs, the schools were still able to 
effectively deliver education that was widely 
appreciated. We point again to the significant 
contrast here with district school boards. 
Despite receiving additional resources to 
support remote learning in spring 2020, even 
as late as August, school districts stated that 
they lacked the resources to provide remote 
learning on an individual-school basis.16

SHORT-TERM RESILIENCY AND 
LONGER-TERM CONCERN

When asked to look ahead, principals were 
less optimistic than when reflecting on the 
past. Almost three in five expected enrolment 
growth, even dramatic growth—but only if 
schooling returned to face-to-face delivery 
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for the 2020–21 year. By contrast, only 4 
percent expected growth if learning continued 
remotely. As of mid-June 2020, most schools 
reported that they were receiving fewer new-
student inquiries, given the uncertainty of 
what the coming year would bring.

Considered for its broader and longer-
term implications, beyond the independent 
school sector, this study elicits questions and 
almost demands reflection on the limits of 
centralized, bureaucratic structures in time 
of crisis. What is it about independent, small 
schools embedded within the reciprocity of 
community relationships that not only leads 
to student well-being and achievement, but 
also does so quickly, efficiently, and with fewer 
financial resources during a time of pandemic 
or other hardship? Further, what might this case 
study of resilience and effectiveness mean for 
excellence and equity in education, for student 
well-being and achievement, and for educator 
and community vitality in non-crisis times? If 
principles of subsidiarity hold such promise for 
times of crisis, might that also be true for non-
crisis periods? If so, as we exit COVID, it might 
be time for us to consider that question anew.
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APPENDIX A: ADDITIONAL TABLES WITH FURTHER 
DETAIL
TABLE 4: SCHOOL SIZE BASED ON ENROLMENT AND SCHOOL TYPE

School 
Enrolment

Elementary Secondary JK–12 Total

< 100 16 1 1 18

100–200 20 3 1 24

201–300 11 2 3 16

301–400 4 1 2 7

400+ 1 2 1 4

Total 52 9 8 69

TABLE 5: PREPAREDNESS FOR REMOTE LEARNING BY SCHOOL TYPE

Elementary Secondary JK–12

Extremely prepared 2 1 1

Prepared 20 2 4

Neutral 14 3 1

Unprepared 16 2 2

Extremely unprepared 0 1 0

TABLE 6: USE OF REMOTE-LEARNING TOOLS BEFORE AND AFTER MARCH BREAK

Learning Tool Before March 
Break

After March 
Break

Learning management system, e.g., Google 
Classroom, Edsby

57 64

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

15 68

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

15 23

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

38 45

None of these 8 0
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TABLE 7: AVERAGE TIME OF REMOTE LEARNING PER DAY

Hours per 
day

JK–SK Grades 1–3 Grades 4–6 Grades 7–8 Secondary

Less than 1 
hour

3.5 0.5 0.5 0 0

1–2 hours 57 33 10.5 4.5 0

2–3 hours 20 60 60 40 0

3–4 hours 10.5 24.5 66.5 84 14

4–5 hours 4.5 13.5 31.5 49.5 31.5

5–6 hours 0 0 5.5 16.5 27.5

6+ hours 0 0 0 6.5 0

Average 1.6 2.3 2.9 3.4 4.3

TABLE 8: FREQUENCY OF SYNCHRONOUS LEARNING

Frequency JK–SK Grades 1–3 Grades 4–6 Grades 7–8 Secondary

Less than once per 
week

3 1 2 3

Once per week 19 14 7 6 1

2–3 times per week 16 24 25 20 6

4+ times per week 5 12 21 27 2

It varies depending 
upon the course

5

Total 43 51 55 56 14

TABLE 9: SUBJECT AREAS COVERED

Elementary Secondary

Literacy and numeracy 60

Social studies and science 49

Bible 51

Music and arts 31

Physical education 25

French 11

Elementary other 17

All courses started in winter 2020 0 17
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TABLE 10: SPECIAL EDUCATION AND STUDENT-SUPPORT SERVICES

Number of 
Respondents

Continued virtually with increased level of support 15

Continued virtually with same level of support 19

Continued virtually with decreased level of support 26

Services discontinued 3

Do not offer these services 2

Other 4

TABLE 11: FEEDBACK MECHANISM IN 
PLACE

Number of 
Respondents

Yes No

Families 63 6

Students 48 21

Instructional staff 55 14

Other staff 38 31

Donor / supporting 
Community

19 50

TABLE 12: GRADUATION PLANS

Elementary Secondary

Rescheduled 
graduation

13 6

Virtual 
graduation

9 1

Hybrid 
graduation

22 4

Graduation 
plan to be 
determined

3 1

Not applicable 2

Other 11 5

TABLE 13: EMERGENCY TUITION RELIEF 
OR TUITION REFUND OR REBATE

Tuition Yes No

Emergency relief 57 12

Refund or rebate 13 56

TABLE 14: STAFF LAYOFF PERCENTAGES

Number of 
Respondents

Less than 5% 0

5–10% 6

11–20% 17

21–30% 9

31–40% 7

41–50% 9

50%+ 5
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TABLE 15: FUNDRAISING PLANS

Number of 
Respondents

We are continuing fundraising campaigns / initiatives as planned 3

We are continuing fundraising campaigns / initiatives, but with 
modifications

28

We are halting fundraising campaigns / initiatives 28

Not applicable 10

TABLE 16: RE-ENROLMENT AND NEW STUDENT INQUIRIES

Re-enrolment Inquiries

Higher than at this time last year 13 6

About the same as this time last year 27 24

Lower than at this time last year 21 35

Unsure 5 2

Not applicable 0 1

Other 3 1

TABLE 17: RE-ENROLMENT AND NEW STUDENT INQUIRIES BY SCHOOL TYPE

Re-enrolments New Student Inquiries
Elementary Secondary JK–12 Elementary Secondary JK–12

Higher than at 
this time last year 11 1 1 4 1 1

About the same 
as this time last 
year 20 3 4 19 1 4

Lower than at this 
time last year 15 4 2 28 5 2

Unsure 4 1 0 0 2 0

Not applicable 0 0 0 0 0 1

Other 2 0 1 1 0 0

TABLE 18: ANTICIPATED ENROLMENT CHANGE DEPENDING ON DELIVERY MODEL

Face-to-Face Hybrid

Increase 40 3

Decrease 7 36

Neither 22 30
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TABLE 19: FALL CONTINGENCY PLANNING

Number of 
Respondents

Possibility of continued school closures in fall 2020 48

Reduction of non-academic offerings 15

Loss of international students 25

Reducing or combining classes 21

Layoff of support staff 19

Layoff of instructional staff / teachers 8

Unsure 6

Delay of school start 25

Reduction of academic offerings 15

Reduction in student support service offerings 44

Layoff of administrators / managers 8

Salary reductions 2

Reducing or changing grade levels offered 3

Other 10

Reduction of campus footprint, buildings, etc. 17

Benefit reductions 6

TABLE 20: INNOVATIONS FOR 2020–21

Number of 
Respondents

Incorporate remote learning into face-to-face delivery 50

Offer a new hybrid-delivery program 37

Make additional investments in technology (LMS) 32

Make additional investments in other digital curriculum resources 25

Make additional investments in digital assessments / communications 
platforms

19

Engage online curriculum provider(s) 14

Other 12

Offer a completely online program for domestic students 8

None. We plan to return to the delivery methods we had prior to 
COVID-19

8

Offer a completely online program for international students 5

Discontinue online curriculum provider(s) 0
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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 
closed-ended questions. We list below several 
limitations that are particularly worthy 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 factual ways. 
Principals were mostly working from their 
homes and using their best estimates and 
insights to complete the survey.

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 with at least five Edvance staff working 
independently of one another, and feedback 
given after the pilot 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 stems and available response items 
may have influenced their responses. For 
example, in the question on special-education 
services, various interpretation 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. 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 
SYNCHRONOUS LEARNING

Although we asked whether educators 
offered synchronous learning, the survey was 
not designed to measure the quality of the 
student engagement.

POSITIVE STORIES

The final section of the survey asked for positive 
stories from the period. While this elicited 
many helpful examples, it does not capture 
stories of disengagement, loss, or failure. 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

Does your school offer boarding options for students?

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

Identify the grade levels available at your school (select all that apply)

 □ 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
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REMOTE LEARNING

Since your planned March break, have there been any school days on which students did not 
receive instructions or participate in remote learning due to the COVID-19 school build-
ings closure (excluding planned PD days)? [This question was asked separately for preschool, 
elementary, and secondary.]

 □ None

 □ 1 to 3 days

 □ 4 to 5 days

 □ 6 to 10 days

 □ 10+ days

 □ We did not offer any instruction or remote learning

Please indicate the approximate number of hours per day remote learning is happening at 
each level indicated. [This question was asked separately for preschool, JK–SK, grades 1–3, 
grades 4–6, grades 7–8, and secondary.]

 □ Less than 1 hour

 □ 1 to 2 hours

 □ 2 to 3 hours

 □ 3 to 4 hours

 □ 4 to 5 hours

 □ 5 to 6 hours

 □ 6+ hours

Please rate your school’s level of preparedness for transitioning to remote learning.

 □ Extremely prepared

 □ Prepared

 □ Neutral

 □ Unprepared

 □ Extremely unprepared
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Did you use any of these remote learning tools with students before COVID-19?  
(select all that apply)

 □ Learning management system (LMS), 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

 □ None of these

Which subject areas are currently being offered remotely at your school?

Preschool Elementary Secondary
 □ Story time
 □ Music and arts
 □ Physical education
 □ Other

 □ Literacy and numeracy
 □ Social studies and science
 □ Bible
 □ Music and arts
 □ Physical education
 □ Other

 □ All of the courses started 
in winter 2020 are 
offered

 □ Some of the courses 
started in winter 2020 
are offered

Which of the following remote learning tools / methodologies is your school using?  
Select all that apply. [This question was asked separately for preschool, JK–SK, grades 1–3, 
grades 4–6, grades 7–8, and secondary.]

 □ Teacher-recorded videos

 □ Synchronous class meetings

 □ Learning management system (LMS), 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

 □ 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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At what frequency are synchronous class meetings occurring?

 □ Less than once per week

 □ Once per week

 □ 2–3 times per week

 □ 4+ times per week

 □ Other

To what extent is special education / student support continuing during this time?

 □ These services are continuing virtually but with an increased level of support

 □ These services are continuing virtually at the same level of support

 □ These services are continuing virtually but with a decreased level of support

 □ These services have been discontinued at this time

 □ Not Applicable; we do not offer special education/student support

 □ Other

COMMUNITY CONNECTION

Do you have regular feedback mechanisms in place, such as survey or other means of  
collecting non-anecdotal data? (Yes or No for each of the following)

 □ Families

 □ Students

 □ Instructional staff

 □ Other staff

 □ Donors / supporting community

How is your school staying connected to the immediate school families? Select all that apply.

 □ Regular emails from school leadership to families

 □ Media (video, vlogs, etc.) sent to families

 □ Phone calls to families

 □ Virtual chapels, prayer, or other spiritual life events

 □ None of the above

 □ Other
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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

BUSINESS CONTINUITY

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

If yes, how many families did you assist?

Did your school provide a partial tuition refund or rebate to families for the 2019–2020 
school year?

If yes, what was the amount (dollar or percentage)? [Participants were asked to select one of 
following and then were prompted to enter an amount.]

 □ Dollar amount

 □ Percentage of tuition

 □ Other

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

If yes, enter the number of laid-off staff (includes all personnel on payroll) before 
March break.

How is your school handling fundraising campaigns and initiatives during this time?

 □ We are continuing fundraising campaigns / initiatives as planned

 □ We are continuing fundraising campaigns / initiatives, but with modifications

 □ We are halting fundraising campaigns / initiatives

 □ Not applicable
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Select all the government programs your school has applied for or intends to apply for.

 □ Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS)

 □ 10% Wage Subsidy

 □ Work-Sharing Program

 □ Canada Emergency Business Account (CEBA)

 □ Employer Health Tax Relief

 □ None of the above

2020–21 SCHOOL YEAR

At this time, how does your re-enrollment (head count) look for next year?

 □ Higher than at this time last year

 □ About the same as this time last year

 □ Lower than at this time last year 

At this time, how do new student inquiries look for next year?

 □ Higher than at this time last year

 □ About the same as this time last year

 □ Lower than at this time last year

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 enrollment to:

 □ Increase

 □ Decrease

 □ Neither

How much change in enrollment would you anticipate?

 □ 1–5 %

 □ 6–10%

 □ 11–20%

 □ 21–30%

 □ 31–40%

 □ Unsure

 □ Not applicable

 □ Other

 □ Unsure

 □ Not applicable

 □ Other

 □ 41–50%

 □ Higher than 50%

 □ Unsure

 □ Other
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If school buildings should open in September with hybrid face-to-face and remote learning, 
would you expect your enrollment to:

 □ Increase

 □ Decrease

 □ Neither

How much change in enrollment would you anticipate?

 □ 1–5 %

 □ 6–10%

 □ 11–20%

 □ 21–30%

 □ 31–40%

Does your planning for the fall of 2020 include any of the following considerations?  
Select all that apply.

 □ Possibility of continued school closures in fall 2020

 □ Delay of school start

 □ Loss of international students

 □ Layoff of support staff

 □ Layoff of instructional staff / teachers

 □ Layoff of administrators / managers

 □ Reducing or changing grade levels offered

 □ Reducing or combining classes

 □ Reduction of academic offerings

 □ Reduction of non-academic offerings (extracurriculars, sports, etc.)

 □ Salary reductions

 □ Benefit reductions

 □ Reduction of campus footprint, buildings, etc.

 □ Reduction in student support service offerings

 □ Unsure

 □ Other

 □ 41–50%

 □ Higher than 50%

 □ Unsure

 □ Other
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In thinking about next year, what innovations are you considering? Please check only those 
which you did not have in place prior to COVID-19.

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

 □ Offer a new hybrid delivery program

 □ Offer a completely online program for domestic students

 □ Offer a completely online program for international students

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

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

 □ 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

 □ Discontinue online curriculum provider(s)

 □ None. We plan to return to the delivery methods we had prior to COVID-19  
(go back to “business as usual”)

 □ Other

FINAL COMMENTS

Please share a positive story about your school from during this time.

We would like to share some of these stories in the final report and/or on social media. May 
we use the story you shared above?

 □ Yes, and feel free to identify me and my school

 □ Yes, but please do so anonymously

 □ No
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