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NEWS RELEASE

Ontario Enhancing COVID-19 Winter Testing
Additional Testing Options, Resources and New Safety Protocols Will Help Protect our
Progress and Keep Schools Safer as Students Return to Normal Timetabling
November 18, 2021
Health
Education

TORONTO — The Ontario government is enhancing COVID-19 testing by expanding the number of testing locations and
making it more convenient to access publicly funded testing for those who need it. These new testing options are being
deployed as more people head indoors and attend family gatherings during the colder winter months.
“While vaccination remains the best way to protect against COVID-19, testing remains a key part of our pandemic response by
detecting cases earlier and providing an additional layer of safety,” said Christine Elliott, Deputy Premier and Minister of
Health. “As we head into the colder months we are enhancing our testing strategy to ensure that every Ontarian, regardless
of where they live, can access testing closer to home when they need it and get a test result as quickly as possible.”
In the coming weeks, the government will be deploying several testing strategies across the province to increase access to
testing and mitigate the increased risk of transmission over the winter months. These include:
Access to publicly funded COVID-19 PCR specimen collection in select pharmacies for all individuals eligible for testing,
including symptomatic individuals and close contacts. Pharmacies must choose to opt-in to this service and will be
required to follow stringent infection prevention and control measures to protect staff, patients and customers against
COVID-19.
Providing take-home PCR self-collection kits for eligible individuals, allowing them to pick up their free test and drop off
their specimens at participating pharmacies across Ontario, providing a more convenient and consistent testing option
in rural and remote areas.
Expanding ID NOW rapid PCR testing to select assessment centres and pharmacies across Northern Ontario in the
coming weeks, increasing access to convenient local testing and allowing individuals to get quick results in these
communities.
Bringing asymptomatic testing directly to Ontarians with pop-up testing sites in higher-traffic public settings to provide
vaccine education and help reduce the risk of transmission over the holidays. Starting in mid-December, testing options
will be offered to people without symptoms in various settings across the province. Sites will be announced in the
coming weeks and will be selected based on a risk analysis of hot-spot zones.
Building on Ontario’s plan to keep schools safe and open for in-person learning, specific testing measures will also be
implemented for school communities:
Providing take-home PCR self-collection kits to all publicly funded schools for students and staff who are eligible for
testing as per the provincial testing guidance. All private and First Nation schools have also been asked if they would like
to access take-home PCR self-collection kits. Students will be able to drop off their specimens at a convenient
community location, including participating pharmacies across Ontario.
Distributing 11 million rapid antigen screening tests to all public schools ahead of the December break to add an
additional layer of protection over the holiday period and as students return to school in January. Each student will take
home a pack of five rapid antigen tests to use over the holidays and throughout the return to in-person learning. All
First Nation schools will also have the opportunity to participate.
“Ontario’s plan for safer schools has delivered improved ventilation, supported high vaccination rates for youth, and restored
extra-curricular activities and sports – all critical to student mental and physical health,” said Stephen Lecce, Minister of
Education. “By expanding testing options over the winter holiday, putting in place additional safety measures, and returning
to normal timetabling, we are taking action to ensure schools reopen safely while supporting a more positive learning
environment for students.”
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As the province moves into the winter season, increased contact indoors among staff, parents and children may present an
increased risk of COVID-19 transmission in elementary schools. To support safer schools while Ontario’s vaccination rollout
continues, the province is introducing updated guidance, including short-term measures designed to limit the number of
contacts for unvaccinated populations such as:
Reminding school boards to communicate to staff, students and families about established federal international travel
policies in advance of the December break in an effort to prevent absences in January related to post-travel
requirements.
Virtual-only school-wide assemblies for elementary schools starting in January 2022.
Restricting lunches/breaks to classroom cohort when indoors where distancing between cohorts cannot be maintained
in elementary schools.
In preparation for the second half of the school year, the government is providing school boards with access to the
remainder of the $1.6 billion in COVID-19 resources announced in May 2021 to help keep schools safer and open.
Additionally, school boards will be permitted to access up to two per cent of their reserve funds to further support safety
measures.
With new guidance and enhanced testing options in place, secondary schools will also be permitted to resume a regular
timetabling model of four courses a day starting February 2022. Doing so will provide a more normal, in-person learning
experience for students and promote positive mental health and is supported by high rates of vaccination amongst youth
aged 12 to 17, which have helped reduce the number and frequency of outbreaks among high-school aged students.
“Getting vaccinated, adhering to public health measures and maintaining consistent and timely access to testing will be key to
responding to potential outbreaks or surges,” said Dr. Kieran Moore, Chief Medical Officer of Health. “As we prepare to head
inside over the winter months, and while we have paused the next step of our reopening plan out of an abundance of
caution, enhancing our testing strategy is critical to protect our hospital capacity, health care resources, and the progress we
have made together so far in learning to live with and manage COVID-19 in the long term.”
As COVID-19 continues to evolve, Ontario’s testing strategy will remain responsive to any scenario to ensure that anyone who
needs a test, as outlined in the provincial testing guidance, can get a test free of charge in a timely manner with quick access
to their results.

Quick Facts
Vaccination against COVID-19 is the most effective way to prevent the spread of the virus. While testing does not
prevent someone from getting COVID-19, access to timely and convenient testing is critical in helping to ensure quick
detection and isolation of positive cases.
On November 15, the government, in consultation with the Chief Medical Officer of Health, paused the lifting of capacity
limits in remaining higher-risk settings as outlined in A Plan to Safely Reopen Ontario and Manage COVID-19 for the
Long-Term. This is being done out of an abundance of caution as the province monitors public health trends.
Ontario is a national leader in testing with over 19 million lab-based PCR tests processed to date and has the capacity to
complete over 100,000 lab-based PCR tests per day. As of November 17, 85.2 per cent of tests were processed within
one day.
Ontario is also a national leader in the deployment of rapid tests. To date, over 30 million rapid antigen tests have been
deployed across Ontario through the Provincial Antigen Screening Program to over 37,000 sites.
As part of the 2021 Budget, Ontario is investing over $3.7 billion over two years, including $2.3 billion in 2021-22, in a
comprehensive testing strategy to ensure timely access to testing, including targeted testing for vulnerable
communities and expanding the capacity to process COVID-19 tests effectively.
As of November 17, nearly 85 per cent of youth aged 12 to 17 have received a first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine and
more than 80 per cent have received a second dose.
99.9 per cent of publicly funded schools in Ontario are currently open.
In May 2021, Ontario announced that it is providing temporary COVID-19 resources of more than $1.6 billion to school
boards throughout the 2021-22 year. This is helping school boards with a wide range of supports for student mental
health, the hiring of additional staff, school-focused nurses in public health units, remote learning technology, and
health and safety measures in student transportation.
The government is providing school boards with access to the remainder of COVID-19 resources announced in May
2021 to ensure schools have access to sufficient funding to keep their schools safer in the second half of the 2021-22
school year. Additionally, it will permit school boards to access up to two per cent of their reserve funds to further
support safety measures.
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Quotes
"While vaccination remains the single best way to protect against COVID-19, timely, COVID‐19 testing continues to be a
critical tool to protect the public. The expanded testing program in pharmacies for symptomatic individuals will play an
important part in increasing access to testing for Ontarians and expanding access to publicly funded COVID-19 testing.
The risk assessment for this program in pharmacies has been reviewed by medical and public health experts to ensure
its implementation is done safely. All participating pharmacies will have to implement and follow infection prevention
and control measures to protect staff, patients and customers against COVID-19. This includes having a dedicated
space to perform specimen collection, physical distancing, time between tests to allow for cleaning and avoid queuing,
wearing masks inside pharmacies, and performing routine environmental cleaning."
- Justin Bates
CEO, Ontario Pharmacists Association

"Testing is a proven way of reducing the spread of COVID-19. To support Ontario’s testing strategy, pharmacies are
collaborating and partnering with government in the ongoing battle against this virus. As symptomatic testing expands
into pharmacies, pharmacies will continue to ensure a safe environment implementing all public health measures to
provide an accessible testing option. Pharmacies already have experience operating safely as a designated essential
service to the public since the pandemic’s outset. They continue to be a safe place to consult with your pharmacy team
on your health and medication needs, pick up your medication, and receive COVID-19, flu, and other vaccinations.
Pharmacies and pharmacists have the knowledge and expertise to promote safety and comfort in COVID-19 testing.
Having testing available in pharmacies provides an alternative to visiting a large assessment centre and makes this
service convenient, accessible and safe for people right within their community."
- Sandra Hanna
CEO, Neighbourhood Pharmacy Association of Canada

"Since the onset of the pandemic, pharmacy professionals have been working diligently on the front lines to provide
Ontarians with access to COVID-19 asymptomatic testing, COVID-19 vaccinations and now COVID-19 symptomatic
testing. Like any of those other services, offering testing for symptomatic patients is a voluntary opt-in program.
Pharmacies that choose to participate in this initiative, will need to conduct their own internal assessments to ensure
that all the necessary infection prevention and control measures are adhered to, so that they can safely and effectively
perform the tests. Pharmacy’s participation in such public health programs is essential to expanding the capacity and
resources of the health care system, which have been stretched thin throughout the pandemic."
- Sherif Guorgui
Co-CEO/Chief Strategy, Stakeholder & Government Relations Officer, OnPharm-United

"OSTA-AECO appreciates the work being done by the Ontario government in prioritizing the safety and well-being of
students. We are happy to see the timetable change as a positive step towards the student experience within schools.
We plan to continue our line of communication, to ensure that students' voices are at the forefront of any changes
being made throughout the year."
- Keith Baybayon
President of the Ontario Student Trustees' Association
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"Today’s announcement by the government of Ontario on a return to a normal secondary school model for all
students in the second semester is excellent and welcomed news. Combined with the enhanced health and safety
measures for our Catholic schools and the release of the second installment of the $1.6 billion dollars in additional
funding, we believe this return to more normal in-person learning will build on the good work to date and contribute
to student and staff well-being. Particularly following the Christmas break, the additional measures will provide
stability and support Catholic school boards’ priority of student and staff health and safety."
- Patrick Daly
President of The Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association

Additional Resources
Building on Ontario’s Plan to Keep Schools Safe and Open for In-person Learning
COVID-19 Guidance: Testing of Individuals in Pharmacies
Anyone who meets provincial testing eligibility criteria can go to an assessment centre, participating pharmacy, or
specimen collection centre for testing. Visit Ontario.ca/covidtestinglocations to find a testing location and for eligibility
criteria to be tested.
Businesses are encouraged to visit Ontario.ca/testingonsite for more information on how to access free rapid antigen
point-of-care tests for workplace screening.
Visit Ontario’s website to learn more about how the province continues to protect the people of Ontario from COVID-19.
For public inquiries call ServiceOntario, INFOline at 1-866-532-3161 (Toll-free in Ontario only)
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