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Executive Summary

The ‘generational catastrophe’ of COVID-19 and related disruptions to education have
highlighted concerns about students’ learning and progress across the globe. However,
there has been very little large-scale Canadian data to help take stock of the situation
facing Canadian youth, both in terms of students’ progress through and beyond school
and of their underlying knowledge and skills. A key point of transition, with long-term
implications for students and society, is the end of secondary school.

Using key progress measures, including Grade 12 grades, secondary school graduation
and postsecondary access in the Toronto District School Board (TDSB), this report
compares outcomes from the first two school years of COVID-19 to the ‘baseline’ year of
2018-19. It adds to two previous HEQCO reports on graduation and postsecondary
transitions during COVID School Year 1, showing student progression despite hardships,
and raises important issues for the education system in both K-12 and postsecondary
institutions in Ontario.

The report is based on data from three years of the TDSB’s Annual Student Mobility Data
Set, which is based on all students who enter, exit or remain in the board from the
beginning of one school year to the beginning of the next. We draw data from the pre-
pandemic ‘baseline year’; ‘COVID School Year 1'; and, newly, 2020-21, ‘COVID School Year
2." The Data Set is linked to 11 other datasets, including administrative, demographic data
and data on college and university applications and confirmations. This quantitative study
includes data on over 50,000 students (50,195). It is a cohort study, where inclusion is
based on study members sharing a common characteristic — in this case, being in year
four of secondary school. In 2018-19, this meant 16,781 students; in 2019-20, 16,860
students; and in 2020-21, 16,554 students. We are able to track students from 2018-19 and
2019-20 through their postsecondary applications, which allows us to understand patterns
for students who graduate after a fifth year as well.

Our analysis revealed the following five salient findings:
Grade 12 students’ grades increased dramatically during the pandemic.

Surprisingly, fourth-year TDSB students’ grades saw dramatic increases during the first
two school years of the pandemic, from a mean of 71.3% in 2018-19 to 77.3% in 2020-21.
This increase is notable because, according to provincial policy, the same assessment
framework was in place. Moreover, it seems to contradict both international evidence of
learning impacts and a national survey of teachers expressing concern about students
meeting expectations.

Students were more likely to graduate and confirm university.
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TDSB students were more likely to graduate during the pandemic (72.2% in baseline year
versus 78.3% in COVID School Year 2). They were also more likely to progress directly to
university during both of the first two years of the pandemic than they were in the
baseline year; indeed, a majority of TDSB students intended to go straight to university
(47.1% in 2018-19 versus 51.3% in 2020-21). They were slightly less likely to progress into
college (12.2% in baseline versus 11.1% in COVID School Year 2). Fewer students did not
apply at all, and those who did apply were slightly more likely to confirm postsecondary.

When we included students who applied to postsecondary education (PSE) in their fifth
year in 2019-20 versus 2020-21, the trend of increased university confirmations was
maintained, although less dramatically.

Students with ‘medium’ prior achievements saw the greatest increase in university
confirmations.

The biggest increases in the percentage of students graduating and confirming university
attendance during COVID School Year 2 came from students whose Grade 9 achievement
was in the medium range (i.e., they passed all courses but received no As), not those with
the lowest or very high achievement. Students whose Grade 9 achievement was in the
high range (i.e., they passed all courses and received one to three As in academic subjects)
were considerably less likely to confirm college during COVID School Year 2 than the
baseline, but more likely to confirm university.

Males, first-generation students, and many racial groups saw improved postsecondary access.

A demographic analysis looking at gender, parental education and race did not reveal the
dramatic increases in inequality of outcome in the first two years of the pandemic that
many analysts feared. Gaps narrowed for male students relative to female students and
for students whose parents did not attend university relative to those who did. Many
historically disadvantaged racial groups — Black students, Latin American students and
Southeast Asian students — saw increases in university confirmations that were greater
than the TDSB average. Those same groups, however, also saw disproportionate increases
in the number of students who did not apply to any PSE.

Students with Special Education Needs experienced greater COVID-19 challenges.

Perhaps the greatest concern in the data covered in this report is the situation of students
with Special Education Needs (SEN). These students, already highly disadvantaged within
the education system, experienced relative declines in rates of graduation and access to
postsecondary. Declining relative attainment in terms of these important life outcomes,
and increasing disparities, raise significant questions about how the system managed to
respond to the needs of this group of students.
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The data in this report raises important questions for educators, policy-makers and the
public. In particular, there are questions about whether these improvements in traditional
measures of academic progress translate to improvement in students underlying skills
and knowledge. The data on rapidly increasing grades may raise questions about the how
and why teachers are assigning particular grades, which is normally an issue that does not
attract significant policy attention. Given the real risks of educational ‘scarring’ due to the
disruptions of the pandemig, it is encouraging to see that students, including many groups
of historically disadvantaged students, are continuing to make progress, even if we do not
fully understand the dynamics behind the increases. However, colleges and universities
will likely need to look beyond grades to determine incoming student preparedness and
provide appropriate supports, and increased grades may bring their own pressures
(Hurley, 2022a, 2022b).

Introduction

School closures and educational disruptions associated with COVID-19 have raised
significant concerns about student learning, pathways into PSE and, ultimately, into job
markets. The OECD has hypothesized that learning impacts associated with the pandemic
will lead to widening socioeconomic gaps and both significant lost earnings (up to 3% over
lifetimes) and productivity (up to 1.5% of GDP) (Hanushek & Woessman, 2020).
International evidence points overwhelmingly towards the conclusion that COVID-related
closures and shifts in delivery have had adverse impacts on student learning relative to
earlier years, and that the impacts have been disproportionately worse for students who
were already facing disadvantages (Hammerstein et al., 2021; Patrinos, 2022; Storey &
Zhang, 2021). To date, however, despite repeated calls for data on educational impacts in
Canada, there remains very limited Canadian data available publicly on the impact of the
pandemic on student outcomes (Gallagher-Mackay, 2020; Gallagher-Mackay, Srivastava, et
al., 2021; James, 2021; People for Education, 2022).

Among a few exceptions to that trend (Georgiou, 2021; Ministry of Education and Early
Childhood Development, 2022) are the reports on which the Higher Education Quality
Council of Ontario (HEQCO) and the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) collaborated on
to study student transitions at the end of secondary school and into PSE during the first
school year affected by COVID-19. We produced two reports on the impact of school
closures and ‘emergency remote learning’ between March and June 2020, looking at
Grade 12 students’ grades and graduation rates (Gallagher-Mackay & Brown, 2021a) and
their confirmations in postsecondary institutions in Ontario (Gallagher-Mackay & Brown,
2021b).
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The reports showed that, contrary to expectations, TDSB students in Grade 12 saw
increases in grades and graduation in June 2020 (COVID School Year 1) relative to June
2019 (the baseline year), and that those students were more likely to confirm university in
fall 2020 and just as likely to confirm college. Increases in grades and graduation were
concentrated among students in the lower-middle grade ranges (not at either extreme)
and varied depending on racial/ethnic background, gender and special education status;
students with SEN saw the smallest gains, thus increasing disparities in academic
progression. Students’ rate of postsecondary confirmations did not increase as much as
the increase in graduation. Both papers concluded with a call for further research as the
pandemic progressed.

This report responds to the call for public educational data to track the ongoing impacts of
the pandemic on educational processes and experiences. It examines student outcomes
— grades, graduation and postsecondary confirmations — at the end of 2020-21, which
we call “COVID School Year 2,” relative to pre-pandemic baselines and the emergency
remote learning period in spring 2020, or “COVID School Year 1.”

This longer time frame allows us to address a number of policy issues that were not
possible in our initial research. Research into the second school year of COVID-19 allows
us to look at the impact on key outcomes for student achievement at the end of secondary
school and educational progression in light of significant ‘real world” changes during
COVID School Year 2. This report will also allow us to report, for the first time, on the
outcomes for students who graduate after five years of secondary school. The cohort
design of our original studies focused on students in year four (Grade 12) of secondary
school. But approximately 20% of TDSB students graduate after five years or more. The
same trend holds true Ontario-wide and is sometimes described as a “victory lap” (Brady
& Allingham, 2010). These year-five students have a distinctive educational profile and are
at greater risk of not progressing directly into postsecondary.

In this report, we are also able to examine outcomes for two cohorts of five-year
graduates over the pandemic period, presenting graduation and postsecondary
confirmation results for the cohorts of students (including those in year five) in 2019-20
and 2020-21. Finally, a new report is important because research from other emergencies
affecting schooling (Andrabi et al., 2020; Jaume & Willén, 2019; La Mattina, 2018) suggests
the impact of school interruptions tends to be cumulative; hence it is important to monitor
change over time. A recent Canadian report on educational and labour market outcomes
for Canadian youth referred to this issue as educational ‘scarring’ (Mahboubi & Higazi,
2022).
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We note that there are considerable differences between demographics, policies, practices
and COVID-19 prevalence across Ontario’s 72 school boards, so this report does not
necessarily reflect outcomes in the province as a whole.

Literature Review

The Impact of the Pandemic on Postsecondary Access: A Comparative
Picture

Secondary school graduation and progress towards PSE are key educational outcomes
linked to individuals’ well-being (Canadian Council on Social Determinants of Health,
2015), earnings (Card, 1999; “Post-Secondary Graduate Earnings,” n.d.; Statistics Canada,
2017) as well as social goods, including stronger economies (Becker, 1993; Schultz, 1961)
and higher levels of civic engagement (Turcotte, 2015). In a recent report, the U.S.

National Academy of Sciences concluded that “if educational attainment opens the door to
a better life, then opportunities for educational attainment must be equally available to all
students” (National Academies of Science Engineering and Medicine, 2019).

There has been considerable concern that the pandemic may represent a step backwards
in expanding access to PSE, and in particular, access for groups of students who have long
faced barriers to educational success. Systematic reviews have pointed to depressed
performance on tests of literacy, numeracy and, in some cases, science in the wake of
pandemic-related disruptions (Hammerstein et al., 2021; Patrinos, 2022; Storey & Zhang,
2021). Learning impacts, across many different large-scale studies, have been
disproportionately harsh for certain groups of students, including those with SEN,
students from low-income families and some racialized groups (Gallagher-Mackay,
Srivastava, et al., 2021). In the absence of detailed information about student learning,
teacher perceptions are an important data source. A national survey of 9,500 Canadian
teachers in June 2021 found that three quarters of teachers said they were behind
schedule in covering the curriculum, and 55% of teachers reported that students were not
meeting curriculum objectives (Wong, 2021). Large-scale research in the United States has
found, specifically, that the length of time spent learning remotely is adversely related to
academic performance (Goldhaber et al., 2022; Halloran et al., 2021).

Alongside these measures of underlying academic skills, American data has pointed to
concerns about the impact of the pandemic — intersecting with other social forces — on
student enrollment in postsecondary education over the past two years. Data from the
United States National Student Clearinghouse Research Center showed that, nationally,
postsecondary enrollment is down over 7.4% in the past two years: enrollment dropped by
3.5% in spring 2021 and by a further 4.1% in spring 2022 (National Student Clearinghouse
Research Center, 2022). Undergraduate enrollment has declined by 9.4% in two years
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(-4.7% in spring 2022; -4.9% in spring 2021). In the only measure where racial identity is
available (spring freshman — or first-time — postsecondary enrollment), Black student
enrollment showed steeper declines than any other racial group (-6.5% compared to an
average of +4.2% in spring 2022; -13.0% compared to an average of -3.5% in spring 2021).
Community colleges — which disproportionately enroll lower-income and racialized
students — have lost nearly 20% of their 18- to 24-year-old students since the beginning of
the pandemic and 16% of their older students. One bright spot in the U.S. picture is
enrollment in two-year skilled trade college programs is increasing.

In Ontario, the largest difference is in university confirmations by successful applicants,
which have been on the rise in recent years and increased between 2019 and 2022, with a
slight dip after the first months of the pandemic (OUAC, 2022). By June 2022, applications
were up 9.1% from 2019 levels (-1.5% in June 2020; +4.3% in June 2021; +6.2% in June 2022).
Between June 2021 and 2022, most of the growth in undergraduate applications has come
from secondary school students (+8.7%) compared to those applying from outside the
Ontario secondary school system (i.e., international students or applicants above 21 years
old; +1.2%). This stands in contrast to June 2021, when increases in the percentage of
students applying for university straight from secondary school (+2.1%) were more
modest than other applicant categories (+9.2%). Undergraduate university confirmations
also increased 6.5% from June 2019 to June 2022. This aggregate information from the
Ontario Universities Application Centre (OUAC) does not include demographic analysis.

A similarity between Ontario’s provincial data and the American figures is that college
enrollment in Ontario decreased since the initial stages of the pandemic (-1.1% between
fall 2019 and fall 2020) in contrast to previous upward trends (changes ranging from +1.1%
to +8.1% annually since fall 2012, a trend heavily influenced by the growing numbers of
international students).! Fall 2021 enrollment data is not yet available from the Ontario
Colleges Admissions Centre to provide provincial context for the findings in this report.

Context: Educational Disruptions in 2020-21

Students’ movement into or away from postsecondary in Ontario over the past few years
takes place against the context of significant educational disruptions associated with the
pandemic. After an initial period of ‘emergency remote learning’ between March and June
2020, which included a freeze on marks and relatively little policy direction as to how
educators were to manage online instruction, the Government of Ontario established the
basic framework for educational delivery in 2020-21 in a number of policy documents
released in the summer of 2020 (Ministry of Education, 2020). The province imposed

! Authors’ calculations are based on Ontario Ministry of Colleges and University, “College enrolment,”
Government of Ontario, June 7, 2022: https://data.ontario.ca/en/dataset/college-enrolment.
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minimum time requirements for synchronous and in-person instruction, expected that the
full Ontario curriculum would be delivered, and the existing Growing Success policy would
guide teacher assessment (Government of Ontario, 2010). Teachers were expected to
provide differentiated support for students with SEN, in accordance with their Individual
Education Plans, and for English-language learners. Despite these policy continuities, it is
no understatement to say that there were massive educational disruptions affecting
students throughout the 2020-21 school year.

Under the Ministry’s framework, secondary schools in Toronto were to be operated either
on an “adapted model of part-time attendance, alternating between attending in-person
and online” or by offering fully remote learning. Parents were given the option of
choosing between them for students; in December 2020, 22.8% of secondary school
students in the TDSB were enrolled in fully remote schooling (Gallagher-Mackay, Brown, et
al., 2021). Analyses indicated that disproportionately high numbers of racialized and low-
income students enrolled in the TDSB's virtual secondary schools (Alphonso & Wang,
2020; Chmielewski & Khan, 2020). Although curriculum and assessment were intended to
be delivered ‘as normal,’ there were major changes to educational delivery to limit
students’ exposure to COVID-19. Beyond fully remote delivery for many students, these
changes included alternating days of in-person and remote (‘blended learning’); the
introduction of quadmesters, where students took two subjects at a time in a compressed
time period (a few schools even used ‘octomesters,” where students took one subject at a
time); and significant restrictions on student movement and classroom activities (e.g.,
restrictions on labs or technology classes). As part of infection control measures, most
extracurricular activities and sports, strongly associated with student engagement, were
suspended along with gatherings such as assembilies, trips and other enrichment activities
(People for Education, 2021). Although there was government support to provide every
student with access to appropriate devices and internet access (Ministry of Education,
2020), surveys from Toronto Metropolitan University’s Diversity Institute suggest that low-
income students were much more likely to share devices and face problems with
connectivity (Environics Institute et al., 2021).

Finally, despite the extensive changes intended to improve safety for in-person learning,
Ontario school closures during 2021 were the longest in Canada (Gallagher-Mackay,
Srivastava, et al., 2021, p.). In Toronto, where COVID-19 was exceptionally virulent by
provincial standards, the municipal officer of public health imposed additional closures.
Secondary school students in the TDSB experienced 14 weeks of school closures in spring
2020 and an additional 17 weeks of remote learning in the 2020-21 school year.?

2 Authors’ calculations are based on TDSB 2020-2021 Secondary School Calendar and News Releases; TDSB
“News Releases” Toronto District School Board, 2022: https://www.tdsb.on.ca/Media/News/News-releases;
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Data and Methods

The TDSB is the largest school board in Canada. Approximately 247,000 students attend
almost 600 schools, including 110 secondary schools. The board is characterized by an
extremely diverse student body: multiracial, speaking over 120 languages and with
considerable extremes in family income. The TDSB also has a longstanding commitment
to educational research and to sharing data with the public. A particular asset of this
research program is its rich longitudinal datasets, which include linkages to extensive
demographic and administrative data about students at the elemental level.

This report draws on the TDSB’s Annual Student Mobility Data Set, which is based on all
students who enter, exit or remain in the board from the beginning of one school year to
the beginning of the next. We have drawn on three years of this dataset: 2018-19, the pre-
pandemic ‘baseline year’; 2019-20, or ‘COVID School Year 1’; and 2020-21, or ‘COVID
School Year 2'.2 The Annual Student Mobility Data Set has been linked to 11 other
datasets, including:*

e The Student Census (2017), i.e., the most recent version of a voluntary survey of
students about their attitudes and backgrounds (including family education,
gender, self-identified race, immigrant status and family structure). Approximately
three-quarters of Grade 12 students in the Annual Student Mobility Data Set
participated in the 2017 Census with some variation in response rates to individual
questions.

e Comprehensive administrative data, including grades, course choices, credit
accumulation and information about key educational processes, such as
identification for special education and placements.

e Records of student applications to college and/or university.

Ontario Policy requires that graduation is calculated by the accumulation of 30 credits. In
order to graduate, students are required to also pass the Ontario Secondary School
Literacy Test in Grade 10 and document 40 hours of community service (these
requirements were suspended in 2019-20 only). Data cleaning associated with these

TDSB “Secondary School Year Calendar 2020-2021,” Toronto District School Board, n.d.:
https://www.tdsb.on.ca/Portals/0/docs/Secondary%20Calendar%202020-2021%20revpdf.pdf

3 The TDSB has extensive data-cleaning processes in place before finalizing each year’s data. The 2020-21
dataset used for this report is still in draft in order to provide more timely information.

4 The full list of administrative datasets consists of: 1) TDSB course information for 2018-19; 2) Course
information for 2019-20; 3) Selected data from the 2016-17 student census; 4) OCAS 2019; 5) OUAC 2019; 6)
OCAS 2020; 7) OUAC 2020; 8) October 31, 2020 enrolment; 9) High achievement for Grade 9 for 2015-16 (Grade
12, year four 2018-19); 10) High achievement for 2016-17 (Grade 12, year four 2019-20); and 11) the 2020
Learning Opportunities Index.
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additional requirements takes much longer than calculating accumulated credits and
would further delay the release of this data. Analyses in previous years shows the
accumulation of 30 credits is a highly accurate measure of actual graduation. This analysis
relies on the accumulation of 30 credits as a proxy for graduation.

Data on students’ applications to Ontario universities and/or colleges is obtained by the
TDSB from OUAC and OCAS. It is merged with the Annual Student Mobility Data Set using
Ontario Education Numbers (OENSs), unique identifiers assigned to every student in the
Ontario elementary and secondary school system. This makes it possible to know whether
students applied, were accepted by and confirmed an offer of admission from an Ontario
college or university, or if they did not apply to PSE in Ontario.> There is no data on the
small number of students who apply to or confirm university outside Ontario.

This study uses a quantitative approach involving analyses of three TDSB cohorts for
which postsecondary application data is available; the total number of students for whom
there is data is over 50,000 (50,195). Cohort studies refer to study designs where inclusion
is based upon study members sharing a common characteristic — in this case, being in
year four of secondary school in 2018-19 (16,781 students); 2019-20 (16,860 students); or
2020-21 (16,554 students).

Key Findings

Unprecedented Grade Increases Continued

Despite alarm bells from international testing and teacher surveys about curriculum
coverage and student learning during COVID-19, there has been a steady increase in the
mean grades for students in Grade 12 through the pandemic period. The mean average
grade for all students (N=49,781 for the three cohorts) jumped substantially from 71.3% to
77.3% over the three-year period.

The largest increase in grades was among students in year four in COVID School Year 1
(see Figure 1). In our 2021 report, we hypothesized this jump in grades was due to a
provincial policy of freezing grades between March 15, 2020 (the initial school closure) and
the end of the school year during COVID School Year 1 (Gallagher-Mackay & Brown,
2021a). However, and somewhat unexpectedly, the trend of higher grades continued into
COVID School Year 2, where at least theoretically, the existing provincial assessment
policy, Growing Success, applied. School boards signalled changes in assessment;
particularly, the cancellation of final exams and larger summative projects was to be

> Unfortunately, this data does not allow us to look at non-college pathways into apprenticeship, which may
have been considerably affected by COVID-19’s impact on hands-on learning opportunities.
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expected to cope with shifts in modes of instruction and scheduling during 2020-21 (TDSB,
2020).

To provide additional context for this change, we were able to obtain grades data for two
historical cohorts of fourth-year students (Brown, 2021).

Figure 1

Mean Grades for Grade 12 Students
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Note: This figure shows the mean grade average for Grade 12 students in the TDSB from the 2006-07 to 2020-
21 academic years.

This ongoing and, during the pandemic, dramatically accelerated increase in grades has
implications for the process of postsecondary admissions and remains an important trend
to monitor.

Four-year Graduation Rates Rose through the First Two Years of the
Pandemic

Over the first 18 months of the pandemic, despite considerable concerns about the
learning impacts of educational disruptions, there has been a steady increase in the
percentage of students who have accumulated enough credits to graduate from
secondary school after four years in the TDSB (see Figure 2). The four-year graduation rate
has risen from 72.2% in the baseline year to 78.3% in 2020-21.
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Credit accumulation, generally, increased over the two years of the pandemic, even for
those students earning very few credits.

Figure 2

Four-year Credit Accumulation, Baseline Year, COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2
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B <8 credits m8-15 credits 16-22 credits m23-29 credits m 30+ credits (proxy graduation)

n = 50,195

Note: This figure shows the percentages of TDSB students who earned <8, 8-15, 16-22, 23-29 or 30+ credits
over four years of secondary school in each of the three years (i.e., the baseline year, COVID School Year 1 and
COVID School Year 2).

University Access Improved while College Access Declined

Throughout the pandemic period, there has been a steady increase in the rate at which
students move directly to university after four years of secondary school. University
confirmations for this cohort have risen 4.2%, from 47.1% in the baseline year to 51.3% by
the end of COVID School Year 2. By contrast, the rate of college attendance after four
years has declined slightly (by 1.1%) (see Figure 3). At the same time, the pool of students
who “did not apply” to postsecondary after four years declined through the pandemic,
though there was variation in this pattern across demographic groups.
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Figure 3

Postsecondary Outcomes, All Students After Four Years
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Note: This figure shows the percentages of graduating TDSB students who confirmed university, confirmed
college, applied to PSE but did not confirm or who did not apply to PSE across the three years studied (i.e., the
baseline year, COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2).

More Five-year Grads Confirmed University and Fewer Confirmed College in
2021

Our research design allowed us to follow students from the baseline year and COVID
School Year 1 through a second cycle of postsecondary applications (in 2020 and 2021,
respectively). A significant number of students apply to postsecondary after five years of
secondary school. This number includes students who returned to secondary school for an
additional year — to complete graduation requirements, take additional credits to boost
their average or acquire specific pre-requisites — and students who already graduated
and worked or gained other experiences before applying to or confirming postsecondary.
Other research, looking at postsecondary outcomes in previous cohorts, suggests that the
students applying after five years are more likely to attend college than those who
graduate after four years (Brown & Tam, 2016), and are considerably less likely to
graduate from postsecondary (Brown et al., 2021).

A number of shifts occurred between the two years for which we have data on a second
cycle of applications (see Figure 4). We see an overall (combined) increase of 2.2% in
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university confirmations between the baseline year and COVID School Year 1 cohorts after
five years. The combined increase is smaller than the increase after only four years (2.9%).
Among the possible explanations for this trend is that students graduating after five years
are less likely overall to attend university, so it is to be expected that the more inclusive
five-year transition rate did not increase as much as the four-year rate. More specifically to
the COVID-19 context, since more students graduated after four years (with better grades)
in 2019-20, some students who would likely have attended university got there sooner,
which is reflected in the greater increase in the four-year rate of university transition; for
some, however, this increase may reflect a change in postsecondary destination towards
university.

At the same time, there is an overall decrease of 0.7% in TDSB students confirming college
after five years relative to baseline year. In general, students attending college are more
likely to come from disadvantaged groups than their university counterparts (Robson et
al., 2018, 2019). The larger research literature suggests COVID-19 impacts, including
educational impacts, were disproportionately experienced by students who were
otherwise disadvantaged (Gallagher-Mackay, Srivastava, et al., 2021; Vaillancourt, 2021).
The change documented here is relatively minor and might be attributed to routine year-
to-year differences. However, the divergent trends between university and college
confirmations, and the slight decrease overall in the number of students who applied for
postsecondary but didn’t confirm either, are worthy of note and continued observation.
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Figure 4

Postsecondary Outcomes for Four- and Five-year Graduates
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Note: This figure compares the percentage of TDSB graduating students who confirmed university in Ontario,
confirmed college in Ontario, applied to PSE but did not confirm in Ontario or who did not apply to PSE after
four years of study and five years of study across two years (i.e., the baseline year and COVID School Year 1).

The Rate of University Confirmations Exceeds Predictions for Low- and
Medium-Achieving Students

When we dive deeper from an equity of access perspective, it is important to know which
students were most affected by COVID-19-related changes. One way to understand the
impact of COVID-19 on postsecondary access is to review proven predictors of
achievement.

The TDSB’s composite Grade 9 achievement indicator, which is based on both credit
accumulation and grades to the end of students’ first year in secondary school, has strong
predictive power for secondary school graduation, postsecondary access and completion
of postsecondary studies (Brown et al., 2019, 2021). Students classified as having ‘low
achievement’ were those who did not accumulate eight credits by the end of Grade 9.
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Students with ‘medium achievement’ in Grade 9 had all their credits, but no As. Students
with ‘high achievement’ had one to three As, and students with ‘very high achievement’
have As in all four mandatory Grade 9 academic subjects: English, Math, Geography and
Science. The longitudinal databases from the TDSB allow us to examine fourth-year
students’ outcomes during COVID School Year 2 (2020-21) relative to their Grade 9
performance in 2017-18 (assuming they were registered in TDSB in both years).®

An analysis of students’ university confirmations shows that there are significant
differences between the student outcomes during COVID-19 relative to the baseline year
when we control for prior achievement (see Figure 5). As in 2019-20, there were hardly any
changes for the highest-achieving students. The percentage of students with lower,
medium and high levels of achievement accessing university rose in both COVID School
Years, relative to the baseline.

Figure 5

Percentage of Year-four Students Confirming University by Grade 9 Achievement
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6 Approximately 15% of students in year four entered the TDSB after Grade 9. These students are not included
in this analysis.
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Note: This figure shows the percentage of TDSB students who graduated after four years and who confirmed
university by level of credential and grade achievement (i.e., those who earned fewer than eight credits; at
least eight credits but with no As; at least one A; and all As) across the three years studied (i.e., the baseline
year, COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2), noting the change in percentage from baseline to COVID
School Year 2.

By contrast, there were not such clear patterns in students’ college confirmations relative
to Grade 9 achievement profiles (see Figure 6).

Figure 6

Percentage of Year-four Students Confirming College by Grade 9 Achievement
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Note: This figure shows the percentage of TDSB students who graduated after four years and who confirmed
college by level of credential and grade achievement (i.e., those who earned fewer than eight credits; at least
eight credits but with no As; at least one A; and all As) across the three years studied (i.e., the baseline year,
COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2), noting the change in percentage from baseline to COVID
School Year 2.

Over the three years, there were slight declines in the rate of college confirmations for all
groups of students, but the largest declines were among ‘high achievement’ students (-
2.3% decline between 2018-19 and 2020-21, versus changes of 0.4% or less for the other
groups). It is possible these students decided to apply to university instead.
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A Mixed Picture Emerged in Demographic Disparities in Graduation and
Postsecondary Confirmation

Male Students Narrowed Gaps in Graduation and University Confirmations

Persistent gender differences continue in the rate at which males and females’ graduate
from secondary school after four years and at which each group goes on to
postsecondary.

The years of COVID-19 disruption saw not only an increase in overall secondary school
graduation, but a steady decrease in the disparities between male and female graduation
outcomes: in 2020-21, 75.3% of male students and 81.5% of female students graduated
after four years: a gap of 6.2%, which is considerably smaller than the baseline year
difference of 9.3%, where only 67.6% of males graduated after four years. University
confirmations for male students also increased more quickly (+4.7%) than the rate of
confirmations for female students during the two years of COVID-19 (+3.8%), although
both rose more slowly than the rate of secondary school graduation. In 2020-21, 46% of
male and 56.9% of female students confirmed university after four years of secondary
school.

As Figure 7 shows, there is a less consistent pattern in college admissions. Typically, male
students are more likely to go on to college than female students. There was little change
in the pattern of college confirmations in COVID School Year 1, but in Year 2, the overall
drop in college confirmations appears to have been driven primarily by a decline in female
students’ confirmations. Between 2018-19 and 2020-21, there was a 1.4% drop in the rate
at which female students confirmed college admission and a 0.7% drop in the rate at
which males confirmed.

7 TDSB uses the terms male and female to refer to assigned sex at birth, and boy/man or girl/woman to refer
to gender identity. Due to low numbers of students identifying as non-binary, they are excluded from the
analysis.
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Figure 7
University and College Confirmations by Gender, Baseline Year and COVID School Years 1 and 2
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Note: This figure shows the difference in PSE confirmations by gender; specifically, it shows the percentage of
male and female TDSB students who confirmed university and college across the three years studied (i.e., the
baseline year, COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2), as well as the change from the baseline year to
COVID School Year 2.

Secondary School Graduation and University Confirmations Increased for First-
generation Students

Parental education is a particularly important determinant of postsecondary access (e.g.,
Chatoor et al., 2019; Finnie & Mueller, 2008) and an important indicator of socioeconomic
status, generally (Diemer et al., 2013). Typically, when neither parent has attended PSE, a
student is far less likely to pursue postsecondary. TDSB data shows the most significant
gaps in PSE access are between students whose parents attended university and all other
students.

While COVID School Year 1 saw a greater increase in graduation among students whose
parents had ‘other education’ relative to the baseline year, those differences appear to
have largely disappeared in COVID School Year 2. Of students whose parents attended
university, 90.6% graduated from secondary school after four years compared to 78% of
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students whose parents had other educational backgrounds: a difference of 12.6%
compared to 12.8% in the baseline year.

University confirmations increased consistently for both groups of students during the
first two years of COVID-19, but they increased faster for students whose parents had
other education, ultimately narrowing the gap between the two groups (see Figure 8).

Figure 8

University Confirmations by Parental Education, Baseline Year and COVID School Years 1 and 2
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Note: This figure shows the difference in university confirmations by level of parental education (i.e., for
students whose parents attended university versus students whose parents did not) across the three years
studied (i.e., the baseline year, COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2), as well as the change from the
baseline year to COVID School Year 2.

College confirmations, after holding steady in COVID School Year 1, declined for both
groups in 2020-21, but they declined faster for students whose parents did not attend
university.

Students with Special Education Needs Fell Further Behind with Minimal Gains

Approximately one-fifth of students in the TDSB have SEN, excluding gifted students, who
are also identified using special education processes. Processes, settings, and
accommodations vary based on students’ needs and contextual factors (Brown & Parekh,
2013). Some students go through a formal process with an assessment by a psychologist
or similar professional; others have their needs identified within schools and documented
with an IEP without additional professional reports. The broader literature has highlighted
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pandemic-related concerns that particularly affected disabled students, including
disrupted provision of accommodations and supports and loss of community-based
services that contribute to student outcomes, including learning (Averett, 2021; UCAS,
2022; Underwood et al., 2021; UNESCO, 2021).

In our reports on COVID School Year 1 (Gallagher-Mackay & Brown, 2021b, 2021a), we
highlighted concern about the rate at which students with SEN (excluding gifted) were
graduating and progressing on to postsecondary. While other groups of students who
have historically faced educational disadvantage saw gains in educational attainment
relative to TDSB averages in Year 1, students with SEN were relatively worse off after the
period of emergency school closure. That trend continued — and accelerated — through
the disruptions of COVID School Year 2. There was an increase in graduation after four
years for all students, but the increase in graduation for students with SEN (excluding
gifted) was roughly two thirds that of students without (4.3% versus 6.7%), increasing the
gap between the groups. In 2020-21, 61.3% of students with SEN graduated in four years,
compared to 82.4% of other students.

In terms of university, students with SEN saw almost no gains in confirmation during the
pandemic. By contrast, the rate of university confirmation after four years for other
students rose by 5.3% over the first two years affected by the pandemic, and from a much
higher starting point (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9

University and College Confirmations by Special Education Status, Baseline Year and COVID
School Years 1 and 2
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Note: This figure shows the difference in university and college confirmations between students with SEN
(excluding gifted students) versus all other students across the three years studied (i.e., the baseline Year,
COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2), as well as the change from the baseline Year to COVID School

Year 2.

Students with SEN are more likely to attend college than other students. While there were
declines in college confirmations for all groups, overall declines for students with SEN
were greater than those without (and there was no offsetting increase in university
confirmations).

Overall, disparities between students with SEN and other students have increased during
the pandemic, as has the difference between the percentage of students for whom
secondary school graduation represents an endpoint in formal education and those who
move on to PSE. This is a matter of considerable concern.
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Different Racial Groups Experienced Divergent Access Outcomes

Racialized students in Ontario have faced disproportionate hardships across the overall
pandemic (Choi et al., 2021; Srivastava et al., 2022; Statistics Canada, 2021), and
international evidence suggests particularly harsh educational impacts for, in particular,
Black and Latin American students (e.g., Kuhfeld et al., 2020, 2022). Overall, however, the
impact of COVID-19 disruptions on racialized TDSB students’ educational attainment in
terms of graduation and postsecondary access varied considerably across groups. On the
whole, achievement improved for most groups, including those who have historically been
less likely to graduate and access PSE, relative to the baseline year. In this study, data on
subject racial identities are based on student self-identification through the student
census.

The period of emergency remote schooling in COVID School Year 1 saw a marked increase
in graduation for all students (an increase of 4.1%), but particularly for racialized groups
that have historically been disadvantaged, such as Black, Latin American, Middle Eastern
and Southeast Asian students (a one-year increase of 4.8%, 4.6%, 5.1% and 8.3%,
respectively). In COVID School Year 2, students also graduated at greater rates than
during the baseline year. For most groups of students (Black, Latin American, Middle
Eastern, Mixed, South Asian and white), graduation rates fell somewhat relative to COVID
School Year 1 (2019-20). East and Southeast Asian students saw improvements in each
year. Overall, contrary to the concerns of many academics, between-group inequality in
four-year graduation did not worsen during the first two school years affected by COVID-
19. Indeed, there have been significant gains for Southeast Asian students, a historically
disadvantaged group in Toronto.

There are much greater racial disparities in postsecondary access than secondary school
graduation. There also remain significant between-group differences in the percentage of
students who go on to university as opposed to college.

The impact of the pandemic on PSE access outcomes varied based on racial groups and
institution type (see Fig. 10).
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Figure 10

College and University Confirmations by Racial Identity, Baseline Year and COVID School
Years 1 and 2
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Note: This figure shows the percentage of Black, East Asian, Latin American, Middle Eastern, Mixed, South
Asian, Southeast Asian and white students with university and/or college confirmations across the three years
studied (i.e., the Baseline Year, COVID School Year 1 and COVID School Year 2), as well as the change in overall
PSE confirmations from the Baseline Year to COVID Year 2.
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University confirmations remained higher than the baseline year for most groups of
students. For Southeast Asian and Middle Eastern students, both historically
disadvantaged groups, there were notable increases between COVID School Years 1 and 2;
East and South Asian students, typically strong performers, also improved in both years.
For most other groups, there were slight declines from the peak of COVID School Year 1,
but still an improvement relative to the baseline year.

For all groups of students except white students, college confirmations in 2020-21
dropped below baseline year levels. There were very significant one-year drops for Latin
American (4.5%, to 15.7%) and Southeast Asian students (6.1%, to 20.5%), in particular.
Some of the decline in college attendance may reflect a larger number of students
deciding on university as their postsecondary destination during COVID-19; for other
groups (Latin American and Mixed, in particular) there was an increase in the number of
students not applying to postsecondary.

Discussion and Conclusion

The impact of COVID-19 on student pathways continues to unfold. This report helps fill
important gaps in describing educational progression — to secondary graduation and
postsecondary confirmation — for TDSB students at the end of secondary school during
the first two school years of COVID-19, relative to the year before.

Concern that COVID-related educational harms may be hindering students’ educational
progression — ‘scarring’ these cohorts of students relative to future opportunities — does
not seem to be a short-term issue. Our report highlights significant increases in grades,
graduation and university confirmations during COVID School Years 1 and 2, relative to
the baseline year. Gaps between some demographic groups — male students relative to
female, and students whose parents did not attend university versus those with a parent
who did attend — closed during the pandemic. There was no significant increase in
inequality between racial groups on these key academic outcomes. This sunny overall
conclusion, however, still includes several areas of concern. Of primary concern is how the
system met the needs of students with SEN, who appear to have fallen further behind.

Students with SEN make up a substantial — and growing — proportion of TDSB students.
We don’t know why these students fell further behind, although there are many
possibilities, including disruptions in services, supports and accommodations associated
with remote schooling and/or changes in pedagogy, school organization and community
supports (for Canadian data on younger students, see Underwood et al., 2021), as well as
greater overall exposure to COVID-related hardships (Statistics Canada, 2021). Decision-
makers in government and school boards will need to explore the structural changes or
supports required to reverse this trend, both within K-12 and, for the minority of these
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students who do progress to postsecondary, within universities, colleges and
apprenticeship programs.

There is also reason to be concerned about the slight downward trend in college
applications. This trend is nowhere near the magnitude we have seen in the United States,
and some of this trend may be the result of more students applying to university. Students
with high academic achievement, girls and East Asian students — all groups with typically
high educational attainment — have seen above-average declines in college
confirmations. So have students whose parents had not gone to university, students with
SEN, Latin American and Southeast Asian students — all students who have typically been
less likely to attend PSE. Among Latin American students and those with SEN, the college
decline has not been accompanied by a comparable or greater rise in university
admissions. The relatively lower rates of college confirmations is, at this point, not a clear
signal of a problem but is definitely a trend that should be monitored going forward.

Alongside the overall good news in this report about educational progression, all
educational institutions — K-12, college and university — need to get a better handle on
what these students know and can do. While the emphasis in this report has been on
academic progress, it is also clear that measures of academic progress alone are
insufficient and need to be accompanied by a better understanding of the social-
emotional impacts of the pandemic (Georgiades et al., 2021; Vaillancourt, 2021). The TDSB,
for example, has tracked a number of key measures including students’ self-reported
happiness and sense of connection (Cameron et al., 2021). This information matters both
in terms of the daily work of teachers and professors and at a system level in terms of
planning and resources.

We still have questions about the potential mismatch between grades, progression and
underlying knowledge and skills of this cohort of students. The pandemic has seen vocal
demands for changed approaches to assessment and for a departure from conventional
grading practices (Hurley, 2022a; McCullough, 2022). There has been a conspicuous lack of
assessment that allows year-to-year comparisons of data in Ontario since the Educational
Quality and Accountability Office suspended tests in 2019-20 and conducted limited
assessments, on a voluntary basis only, in COVID School Year 2, using tests that were not
comparable to earlier years and could not be administered to those learning remotely;
indeed, during 2022, many school boards called for tests to be cancelled (Teotonio, 2022).
Though Nova Scotia and British Columbia have conducted some provincial assessments,
and Alberta and Quebec governments supported sample-based assessments of student
learning (personal communication), this has been a national issue. Where there have been
large-scale, comparable assessments, the impact of the pandemic on student learning has
been seen to be both serious and unequal (e.g., Kuhfeld et al., 2022; Patrinos, 2022). It
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seems highly unlikely that the increase in grades this report shows over the two years of
the pandemic mean a comparable increase in actual knowledge and skill development.

Teacher grading has always been a complex process that reflects a range of
considerations beyond narrowly defined achievement, but grades are far from arbitrary;
as a more holistic measure, they are typically more predictive of students’ long-term
outcomes than standardized tests (Brookhart et al., 2016; McMillan, 2005). The pandemic
appears to have changed teachers’ assessment practices, although how and why is not
well-understood; the pandemic highlights a serious need for qualitative research to better
understand the reasoning of educators and experiences of students, how they were
defining success and their decision-making around postsecondary pathways and
progress. A significant change in what grades represent about student achievement, and
how they are being used, matters deeply. For better or for worse, conventions around
grading are built into key educational processes like parent-teacher communication, the
development of students’ self-concept, identification of the need for additional supports,
postsecondary admissions and scholarships. Ultimately, grading processes have
implications for students’ long-term human capital —in terms of future careers, future
earnings and social well-being. These findings — not to mention growing calls from school
boards, unions and others for a renewed approach to assessment (e.g., Gallagher-Mackay
& Sider, 2022) — suggest a profound need for a public conversation about grades and
measuring achievement at both the student and the system level. The extent to which
grades are a proxy for knowledge and skills was disrupted by the pandemic, and while
grades have increased — and those increases are perhaps a driver of increased affinity
toward PSE — it remains to be seen how these students will manage new learning
challenges in PSE, as well as how retention, progression and graduation will be affected.

This report also raises the question about what elements may have contributed to
students’ ability to progress through the pandemic. There are numerous reports about
increased family understanding and participation in students’ schooling because of the
shifts to online learning; some of the flexibility in assessment and scheduling may have
been beneficial for some students, offering new ways of showing what they know and can
do. While the pandemic has offered many challenges, there are also potentially important
positive lessons learned that should inform practice going forward.

Educational institutions need to better understand student progress. And, given the valid
concerns that students may have learned less over the years of the pandemic and

suffered significantly in terms of mental health, isolation and other aspects of well-being,
institutions need to evaluate the need for and effectiveness of various educational
supports. This means more, better and faster system-level data, about all stages of formal
education, including postsecondary transitions. The need for better, faster public data is
particularly acute at the provincial level given the legislative and funding responsibilities of
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the provincial governments; comparable national data would also be extremely
informative given the diversity of policy choices across Canada.
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