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Key Findings

Based on publicly available information from the jurisdictions reviewed, approaches to decisions
to close individual K-12 schools for in-person learning varied. In some jurisdictions, decisions are
based on the result of a public health investigation considering the particular situation, whereas
other jurisdictions set pre-defined thresholds for school closure (e.g., a specific number of
COVID-19 cases in students or staff over a specific time period).

Approaches to specific school closure criteria ranged from school closure for 14 days after a
single case in a school or a community, to temporary closures for 24 or 72 hours to allow for
contact tracing and cleaning of facilities, to schools remaining open during public health
investigations, except for dismissed cohorts.

This review did not identify any evaluations of the relative effectiveness or harms of specific
approaches to school closure.

Given the well documented harms of school closures, and the range of approaches that exist in
the absence of evidence of effectiveness, clear communication to all stakeholders and to the
public regarding individual school closures is needed, including the rationale and process for
decision-making.

Objectives and Scope

COVID-19: Considerations for “Temporary” Individual School Closure

This environmental scan summarizes elements to consider regarding when to close individual
schools due to COVID-19 as implemented in the following jurisdictions: Australia, Canada
(Alberta, British Columbia, Nunavut, and Quebec), France, Israel, New Zealand, South Korea,
Taiwan, Thailand, United Kingdom (UK) and United States (US).

Guidance for schools that have re-opened after initial lockdowns was included (i.e., guidance for
individual school closures/whole school dismissals when, at the regional level, some/all K-12
schools are open to in-person learning). Considerations for regional reopening/closure of
schools was not in scope.

The aim of this scan is to identify information that may be relevant to consider for public health
decision-making as to when individual schools in Ontario should be closed.



Background

Ontario’s COVID-19 response framework prioritizes keeping schools open, with a safe environment for
classroom learning.! However, as part of public health restrictions implemented on December 26, 2020,
in-person instruction in Ontario schools involves a regional approach? based on local epidemiology of
COVID-19 in public health unit regions.>? In some regions, as of January 21, 2021, schools are closed to
most students for in-person instruction but continue to provide teacher led remote learning for
students.

The Ministry of Health’s COVID-19 Guidance: School Outbreak Management? provides guidance for
PHUs investigating and managing cases, contacts and outbreaks associated with elementary or
secondary (i.e., K-12) school settings, and outlines the roles and responsibilities of public health and
education partners. This guidance (see Table 1) advises that whole school dismissal (i.e., temporary
whole school closure for in-person learning, or school closure) should be considered if there is evidence
of potential widespread transmission within the school (with consideration for whole school testing),
but does not indicate a specific threshold of number of cases or extent of transmission to close a school.
Guidance also recognizes that schools may also need to close due to operational considerations if
multiple staff are required to self-isolate. This approach affords PHUs flexibility to make context-specific
risk assessments to inform public health considerations for school closure. However, there is interest
from public health and education stakeholders in the potential for more specific criterion for when to
initiate school closure.

Other relevant considerations include the well documented*’ harms of school closures that have been
cited as reasons to keep schools open on a regional level despite community restrictions in various
jurisdictions.®2 These harms are likely to be experienced disproportionately by families subject to social
inequities, and those with children with health conditions or special learning needs. Demonstrated
harms in children include negative mental health impacts, decreased educational outcomes, and
increased risk of child maltreatment and loss of connectedness with peers.

Methods

A rapid environmental scan was performed to identify considerations from other comparable
jurisdictions (outside Ontario) for individual school closures. This jurisdictional scan involved searching
government websites, public health authorities (national/provincial/state/territorial/local) as well as
Boards of Education between January 10"-21%, 2021. Online media reports for information on school
closure and reopening during the COVID-19 pandemic were also identified opportunistically and
included where information on government websites was scant. The following search string was used to
intiate the grey literature search for each jurisdiction: (school OR Schools) AND (shutdown OR lockdown
OR closure OR close OR closed) AND (COVID OR COVID-19) AND "jurisdiction". Additional manual
searching of selected public health or government web sites was performed.
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https://covid-19.ontario.ca/zones-and-restrictions
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/COVID-19_school_outbreak_guidance.pdf

Results

Jurisdiction(s)

AUSTRALIA
South Australia®®

Victoria®*

CANADA

Alberta®®

CANADA

British Columbia
(Link 1, 2)**Y

CANADA

Nunavut'®

CANADA

Quebec??

FRANCE

ISRAEL

Criteria for individual school closure

If a confirmed case of COVID-19 is identified in a staff member, student or child at
a site (school), temporary closure occurs for a minimum of 24 hours, to enable
public health officials to identify and notify any close contacts and advise on
treatment and self-isolation.

No specific number of cases / threshold that would require a school to close.
Closures of specific classes, cohorts or schools may occur dependent on the
outcome of an investigation by public health (Alberta Health Services).

Decisions on the need for alternate instructional delivery plans or school closures
are made by Government in conjunction with local officials.

The BC Centre for Disease Control indicates that if a school cluster occurs (i.e.,
multiple confirmed linked cases over a 14 day period), public health will investigate
and determine if additional measures are required, under the direction of the
school medical officer. Outbreaks would be expected to be declared rarely, when
“exceptional measures” are needed.!® Exceptional measures are not defined and
there is no explicit mention of school closure, or any specific criteria for closure
identified.®

Fraser Health has advised some schools with a COVID-19 outbreak to close for a
two-week period, with the rationale that this is a precautionary measure to break
any chains of COVID-19 transmission that may be present at the school.'’

Schools close if there is an active case of COVID-19 in the community. School
remains closed until there are no active cases in the community.

No set threshold for closing a school with multiple cases of COVID-19 in staff or
students: “Intervention measures may be intensified (closing a classroom, closing a
school, etc.) based on the public health authorities’ analysis of virus transmission
in the school and on the epidemiological factors specific to the school or region.”

If there are 3 or more confirmed cases of COVID-19 in a school over a period of 7
days, all students and staff who are not high risk contacts are offered a COVID-19
antigen test.?

As per a media report, if a school reports more than 3 COVID-19 cases the school
will temporarily shut. 2

All schools currently closed.?
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https://www.education.sa.gov.au/supporting-students/health-e-safety-and-wellbeing/covid-19-coronavirus/school-and-preschool-temporary-closures-and-reopenings/protocol-temporary-site-closure-due-covid-19
https://www.coronavirus.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-10/Infographic_Positive_Coronavirus_case.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/f3b954c8-7ec4-42ea-a6f5-0a10d08cbbac/resource/49512d1b-a192-46ac-ba05-12fffadebef4/download/covid-19-resource-guide-for-covid-19-in-school.pdf
http://www.bccdc.ca/Health-Info-Site/Documents/COVID_public_guidance/Guidance-k-12-schools.pdf
https://www.fraserhealth.ca/news/2020/Nov/fh-declares-covid19-outbreak-at-newton-elementary-school#.YAeaKZA1tPZ
https://gov.nu.ca/sites/default/files/files/2020-21_opening_plan_for_nunavut_schools_-_eng.pdf
https://www.quebec.ca/en/health/health-issues/a-z/2019-coronavirus/answers-questions-coronavirus-covid19/questions-answers-education-families-covid-19/

Jurisdiction(s)

NEW ZEALAND

SOUTH KOREA

TAIWAN

UNITED KINGDOM

UNITED STATES

California®!

UNITED STATES

New York3?

Criteria for individual school closure

Prior guidance from November 3, 2020 did not indicate a specific threshold for
whole school closure.?

Schools with a single probable case or confirmed case of COVID-19 will close for a
minimum of 72 hours to allow time for contact tracing and a clean of the
school/service to align with Ministry of Health guidelines. Health authorities could
require closure for longer periods of time, up to 14 further days.?*%

If a confirmed case occurs, the school needs to request all students, teachers,
and staff members to go into self-quarantine, replace all classes with online
classes, and carry out measures to identify suspected cases in cooperation

with health authorities.?®

If two or more teachers or students are confirmed to have COVID-19, all classes in
the entire school will be suspended for 14 days.?’

All schools currently closed.?®

Prior UK guidance from January 2021% advised that if schools have 2 or more
confirmed cases of coronavirus (COVID-19) among pupils or staff within 14 days,
or see an increase in children or staff absence rates due to suspected or confirmed
cases of coronavirus (COVID-19), they should contact their local health protection
team.

The local health protection team will advise what action is required. Usually,
closure will not be necessary, but some groups may need to self-isolate.

California schools are recommended to close when at least 5% of staff and
students test positive for COVID-19 within a 14-day period, or an outbreak has
occurred in 25% or more of student cohorts within a school.*® Individual counties
may have exceptions to these guidelines.>!

State reopening guidance indicated that local school districts (and private and
charter schools, etc.) must have a plan for school closures, including triggers.3?

Current context: Elementary schools are open for in-person instruction and for
students whose parents agree to a weekly coronavirus testing regimen (excluding
kindergarten students), aligning with designated COVID-19 zones. Individual school
(building) closures are to align with New York State restrictions in designated
COVID-19 zones.®

In New York City (NYC), specific criteria for closing a school building and
transitioning to online learning are323%;

e Temporary school closure during public health investigation (no specified
duration, can reopen after investigation): If at least two cases, not linked
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/954839/210120_Parents_Guidance_v3.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Michelle.Pang/Desktop/COVID-19%20and%20Reopening%20In-Person%20Instruction%20Framework%20&%20Public%20Health%20Guidance%20for%20K-12%20Schools%20in%20California,%202020-2021%20School%20Year
https://www.governor.ny.gov/sites/governor.ny.gov/files/atoms/files/Pre-K_to_Grade_12_Schools_MasterGuidance.pdf
https://forward.ny.gov/cluster-action-initiative
https://forward.ny.gov/cluster-action-initiative

Jurisdiction(s) Criteria for individual school closure

to each other occur, but with exposure for each outside of school setting;
affected classrooms remain closed for 10 days.

e 10 day school closure: If a link is unable to be determined for any of the
cases.

|”

For schools in counties with “substantial” transmission — a category that currently
includes almost all of Pennsylvania — quantitative thresholds for closure and
recommended closure duration depend on the number of students in a school

building®:
UNITED STATES e <500 students: five or more COVID cases over 14 days: recommended to
close for two weeks.
i435
Pennsylvania e 500 to 900 students: 7 or more COVID cases over 14 days: recommended

to close for two weeks

e >900 students: 11 cases or more cases over 14 days: recommended to
close for two weeks.

e Fewer cases — two to four in a small school, six to 10 in a large school —
warrant shorter, three- to seven-day closures.

THAILAND All schools currently closed. Only regional school closure approaches identified.3®

1 Us States for which this scan did not identify individual school closure guidance: Connecticut, Florida, Georgia,
Idaho, lowa, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Mexico, New
York, Oklahoma, Ohio, Oregon, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Washington, Wisconsin, Wyoming.

Discussion

This scan identified variable approaches to individual school closure across jurisdictions. Based on
publicly available information from the jurisdictions reviewed, decisions to close individual K-12 schools
for in-person learning varied. In some areas, decisions to initiate closures are based on the result of a
public health investigation considering the particular situation, rather than pre-defined thresholds (e.g.,
a specific number of COVID-19 cases in students or staff over a specific time period). Operational
considerations (e.g. staff shortage) were not typically identified in guidance documents as an indication
for school closure.

Some jurisdictions took a conservative approach and would close schools following a single case. For
example, schools temporarily close following a single case of COVID-19 in a student or staff for a
minimum of 24 hours in Australia’® or 72 hours in New Zealand?*, to allow for a public health
investigation including contact tracing and notification.

Other jurisdictions have specific thresholds for when to close a school following multiple cases of COVID-
19, but these also vary. Over a given time period (e.g., 14 days), thresholds for school closure vary from
two (Taiwan?’) to three (France?!) cases, to a set proportion of students or staff (or cohorts) testing
positive (e.g., 5% of individuals or 25% of cohorts in a school in California®’). Thresholds for school
closure, and the duration of closure, also depend on the number of students in a building (i.e., <500,
500-900, >900) in Pennsylvania.?® In NYC, two cases appear to trigger at least a temporary school closure
to enable further investigation, with a 10 day closure if any an epidemiological link cannot be identified
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https://www.education.pa.gov/Schools/safeschools/emergencyplanning/COVID-19/SchoolReopeningGuidance/ReopeningPreKto12/PublicHealthGuidance/Pages/SchoolClosureRecommentations.aspx

for any cases.? Media reports suggest this has recently resulted in frequent and disruptive closures (of
either 24 hours or 10 days) in the current epidemiological context in NYC.%’

Several other jurisdictions positioned shorter school closures as an opportunity for cleaning and
disinfection and/or further public health investigation.'*42427 An archived US Centers for Disease
Control (CDC) document’ had also suggested that short individual school building closures (2-5 days) in
response to a case could be used to enable “decontamination” and contact tracing (i.e., further public
health investigation). However, evidence on COVID-19 transmission has evolved, and suggests that
fomite transmission, while possible, is not the primary route of transmission.3®

Limitations and Strengths

Identifying school closure guidance from the websites of governments and public health authorities at
the national, provincial/state/territorial and local level, as well as from boards or departments of
education was challenging due to variable approaches to posting guidelines between jurisdictions and
limited publicly available information. As such, it is possible that the search did not identify relevant
guidance documents or reports of specific school closures. Accuracy of various media reports may vary
and it was not feasible to verify given the time and resource constraints. However, the question
explored in this review is timely and the findings identify a range of potential approaches to individual
school closures in the context of COVID-19.

Conclusion

Various approaches to individual school closures exist, with no identified evaluation of the relative
impact or harms of specific approaches. Some jurisdictions appeared to take a containment approach to
COVID-19 in schools, closing schools after a single case in the context of low community COVID-19
activity, which may not be applicable to the current Ontario context.

It is unclear whether, in the Ontario epidemiological context, a lower, pre-established threshold for
whole school closure would reduce the risk of transmission in schools or secondary transmission,
compared to the current approach (i.e., dismissal of cohorts of a case while public health investigation
continues, with discretion to public health units on when to initiate a school closure). A pre-established
numerical threshold would be anticipated to result in frequent closures in areas with high community
transmission, despite the expectation that cases and outbreaks in schools will increase as community
transmission increases. It is also unclear whether shorter (e.g., 24- to 72-hour) closures for the purposes
of enabling further public health investigation would be helpful to public health units in the current
Ontario context, noting that in some areas timely dismissals of exposed cohorts are initiated by school
principals prior to the start of public health investigations.

Although this scan did not identify specific criteria or actions related to potential harms of school
closures, decisions to temporarily close individual schools due to COVID-19 should also consider the
potential harms of school closures for children, youth and families, as well as equity-focused harm
mitigation strategies.

Given the well documented harms of school closures, and the range of approaches to school closure
that exist in the absence of evidence of effectiveness, clear communication to all stakeholders and to
the public regarding individual school closures is needed, including the rationale and process for
decision-making.
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