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Public Health Management of Respiratory 
Illness in Schools:  
Questions and answers for school administrators 

Preamble 
With current availability and uptake of COVID-19 vaccine, Alberta is shifting from an emergency response for the COVID-19 
pandemic to the public health management we use for other viruses, such as influenza, including in schools. Shifting 
resources used to respond to COVID-19 in Alberta will allow us to respond to other illnesses as we approach fall and winter. 

Students in Alberta will return to school for fall 2021, with in-person learning for the majority of students. In order to reduce the 
risk of transmission of COVID-19 and other respiratory illnesses, schools will incorporate recommendations that support good 
public health practices into their normal operations for the 2021-2022 school year. This includes supporting all staff and eligible 
students to get vaccinated for COVID-19 and influenza, implementing environmental measures such as maintaining ventilation 
systems and routine cleaning standards, promoting hand hygiene, respiratory etiquette, and staying home when sick. Schools 
will not be expected to follow all the previous measures used during the 2020-2021 school year. School authorities continue to 
have the ability and corresponding accountability for any local measures that are put in place, such as physical distancing, 
cohorting and masking requirements, that may exceed provincial guidance. 

All Albertans are encouraged to continue using public health practices such as staying home when sick, good hand hygiene 
and respiratory etiquette, to reduce the risk of COVID-19 and other respiratory illnesses. They should also assess their 
personal risk for COVID-19 and other respiratory illnesses, and may choose to take additional precautions such as continuing 
to use a face mask. Schools should support students, staff and visitors in their choice to wear a mask. 

Questions and Answers 

What activities no longer have restrictions or specific guidance? 

• Many routine school activities and services no longer have any restrictions or specific guidance. Schools may continue
with these activities as they normally would. These include activities and services such as, but not limited to:

o Field trips
o Performance activities
o Physical activities
o Visitors to the schools
o Food services
o Student transportation
o Work experience
o Ceremonies and celebratory events
o International student programs

• For routine recommendations that support good public health practices, please see the Guidance for Respiratory Illness
Prevention and Management in Schools.

Why are schools returning to in-person learning for the majority of students for 2021-2022? 

• Studies have shown that some responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, including the closure of schools to in-person
learning and cancellation of extra-curricular events, led to a deterioration in children and youth mental health. It is
important to consider the negative impacts of measures when looking at a population that has shown to be at lower risk of
severe outcomes. Any additional restrictions for children and youth should be proportionate to their overall risk level.

• All staff and students born in 2009 or earlier are eligible for COVID-19 vaccine. The higher the immunization rate is in a
school, the more protection from COVID-19 infections there will be for everyone.
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https://open.alberta.ca/publications/guidance-for-respiratory-illness-prevention-and-management-in-schools
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o More information about the COVID-19 vaccine program can be found here. 
• Children under 12 years of age have much lower rates of hospitalization, severe disease and death from COVID-19. 

Based on Alberta’s experience in the 2020-2021 school year, schools were not the primary drivers of COVID-19 
transmission during that time period.  

• We may not be able to entirely eliminate COVID-19, but we can develop a sustainable approach that does not have 
disproportionate impacts on learning and development opportunities for our children while also preventing serious 
outcomes, hospitalizations and death due to the disease. 

Who is eligible for the COVID-19 vaccine and what is the benefit of getting vaccinated? 

• Currently, Albertans born in 2009 or before are eligible for a COVID-19 vaccine (turning 12+). 
• Vaccines have shown a significant level of protection against severe outcomes from COVID-19. Two doses of the COVID-

19 vaccine have been shown to be highly protective against infection. 
• As children born in 2010 or later (11 and under) are currently not eligible to receive the COVID-19 vaccine, it is important 

that those around them, including parents/guardians, older students and school staff, receive the vaccine in order to 
reduce community transmission and protect this age group. 

How can we protect children who are not yet eligible for vaccination? 

• It is important for those who are eligible to get vaccinated to reduce the risk to those who are unable to receive the 
vaccine at this time, such as children born in 2010 or later. 

• Promoting and maintaining good public health practices such as staying home when sick, good hand hygiene and 
respiratory etiquette will reduce the risk of COVID-19 and other respiratory illnesses. 

• Students, parents/guardians, staff and visitors are encouraged to assess their personal risk factors and/or the risk factors 
for their families and take precautions that make sense in their situations. This may include wearing a face mask in certain 
settings, keeping your social circle small, or leaving space between yourself and others in group settings. Schools should 
support these personal choices, whenever possible.  

Are enhanced measures still needed for cleaning and disinfection of surfaces? 

• As part of good public health practices, schools should have procedures that outline routine cleaning requirements, 
including regular cleaning and disinfecting of high touch surfaces. This will help prevent transmission of respiratory 
illnesses, gastrointestinal illnesses, and other communicable diseases. 

Is physical distancing or maintaining spacing required? 

• Physical distancing or maintaining spacing is not required for the 2021-2022 school year.  
• It is reasonable that some people may prefer to keep more space between themselves and others in certain situations 

while we are getting back to normal, and schools should support this, whenever possible.   

Is cohorting required? 

• Cohorting is not required for the 2021-2022 school year. 
• As part of outbreak management, Alberta Health Services (AHS) may recommend cohorting as a temporary enhanced 

measure to prevent widespread transmission of a respiratory illness (MOH or designate).  

Are there any masking requirements or recommendations? 

• Masking is required for all students and staff on school buses. 
• Masking is not provincially required for any age group in a school setting. 

o As part of outbreak management, AHS (MOH or designate) may recommend masking as a temporary enhanced 
measure to prevent widespread transmission of a respiratory illness.  

• Students, staff, visitors and parents/guardians should consider their own risks and their personal situation when making 
decisions on wearing a mask. It is reasonable that in some settings, an individual may choose to wear a mask while we 
are getting back to normal.  

• School authorities continue to have the ability and corresponding accountability for any local masking requirements that 
are put in place that may exceed provincial guidance. 
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https://www.alberta.ca/covid19-vaccine.aspx?utm_source=google&utm_medium=sem&utm_campaign=Vaccine&utm_term=Vaccine&utm_content=v3&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI4ZiBu-Kf8gIVzxmtBh39NAZdEAAYASAAEgIih_D_BwE#book
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• Schools should support individuals who choose to wear masks.  

Should students, staff and visitors screen for COVID-19 symptoms? 

• Before leaving home, staff (including substitute teachers), students and visitors, should assess whether they feel well 
enough to attend the school using the Alberta Health Daily Checklist.  

o If they are experiencing COVID-19 symptoms, they must to stay home and not attend school. 
• Anyone that reports COVID symptoms is must to stay home, fill out the AHS Online Self-Assessment tool to determine if 

they should be tested and seek health care advice if needed (e.g., call Health Link 811 or call 911 for emergency 
response). 

Should staff and students who have symptoms of illness be sent home? 

• Schools are encouraged to have a plan in place if a student or staff member develops any symptoms of illness while at 
school. This can include sending home students or staff who are sick where possible, or having a separate area for 
students or staff who are sick and waiting to go home. However, this is up to the school to determine. 

• For more information on isolation requirements for people with symptoms, please visit Alberta.ca/isolation. 

Where do families go for testing if they have symptoms of COVID-19? 

• Anyone who has symptoms of COVID-19 should fill out the AHS Online Self-Assessment tool to determine if they should 
be tested and where to access testing. 

Is isolation still required? 

• Yes, isolation after testing positive for COVID-19 OR if an individual is experiencing COVID-19 symptoms is still required. 
For more information on isolation requirements, please visit Alberta.ca/isolation.  

• Isolating and minimizing interaction is important for Albertans and those around them to limit the spread of COVID-19 and 
other respiratory illnesses. 

Why is individual close contact follow up in schools being discontinued? 

• Contact tracing, or the process of identifying close contacts who were exposed to an infected individual, helps to identify 
potential cases.  

• As we move into the fall, there will be many different respiratory viruses circulating in Alberta. It is important to build a 
sustainable approach to these illnesses that does not have disproportionate impacts on learning and development 
opportunities, such as with quarantining large groups of students and staff. 

• AHS is no longer identifying or following up with individual close contacts, and quarantine for close contacts is no longer 
universally legally mandatory. All Albertans, including those who may be informed that they are close contact, are asked 
to routinely monitor for symptoms and stay home and seek testing if they are feeling unwell. 

• AHS will continue to manage outbreaks of respiratory illnesses in school settings, similar to the management of influenza 
or influenza-like illness.  

What if there is a case of COVID-19 in a school? 

• Staff, students or parents/guardians may choose to notify school administrators of a positive COVID-19 test result. 
o Individuals are not required to share their health information with the school administrators.  

• AHS Public Health will not inform school authorities or administrators of individual cases of COVID-19 within the school 
setting, as notification to the school is not required for the individual’s case management. 

• School administrators and/or school authorities are not required to contact AHS to report student or staff cases. 
- School administrators should continue to monitor their school population for additional cases and/or absenteeism 

due to illness, and follow the guidance for reporting and responding to high rates of absenteeism outlined in the 
Guidance for Respiratory Illness Prevention and Management in Schools.  
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https://open.alberta.ca/publications/covid-19-information-alberta-health-daily-checklist
https://myhealth.alberta.ca/Journey/COVID-19/Pages/COVID-Self-Assessment.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/isolation.aspx?utm_source=redirect&utm_medium=all&utm_campaign=Covid19&utm_term=isolation
https://myhealth.alberta.ca/Journey/COVID-19/Pages/COVID-Self-Assessment.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/isolation.aspx?utm_source=redirect&utm_medium=all&utm_campaign=Covid19&utm_term=isolation
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What if there is a resurgence of COVID-19? 

• Alberta will be closely monitoring hospitalizations and severe outcomes, along with monitoring wastewater in many 
communities for the presence of COVID-19. 

o Wastewater testing is an early indicator of potential rise in disease incidence in a community. 
• Additionally, Alberta will review emerging evidence across Canada and around the world. If severe outcomes from 

COVID-19 are putting pressure on the health care system, additional public health measures may be needed again. 
• Alberta will keep watching closely and take whatever actions are needed to manage any high-risk outbreaks, as we do 

with any communicable disease. 
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