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Students wear face masks as they attend class on the first day of school in Montreal on Aug. 31.

GRAHAM HUGHES/THE CANADIAN PRESS

Seven-year-old Jayda Watts-Simeon was bouncing up and down with
excitement on Tuesday at the chance to be back in school.

Wearing a medical mask and carrying a pink backback covered in images of
sloths, the Grade 2 student at St. Monica’s elementary school high-fived the
English Montreal School Board mascot — a giant bee — and eagerly chatted to
reporters about her favourite subject (math) and the kids who might be in her
class.

“I'm really excited, just really excited,” Watts-Simeon said.

As thousands of children in Montreal’s English-language school system went
back to class on Tuesday, parents and teachers expressed hope for a more
normal experience despite the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

At St. Monica, a cheer went up from parents as the rows of masked children
were led into the building.

Jayda’s mother, Chelsea Watts-Smith, decided to homeschool her last year out
of fears the constant school closures would be too disruptive. But this year,
she said she felt more comfortable.

“I think everyone has a better understanding of how to structure the day, and
we're all a little more comfortable with the new normal,” she said outside the
school.

Shyeena Moore, who also homeschooled her daughter Shaleena last year, said
her hope was for “just a very consistent, well-thought-through and planned
out school year,” adding that her daughter was excited to be in class.

Children in Grade 1 and up will have to wear masks in common areas and in
class, but there won’t be any more class bubbles and extracurricular activities
are allowed. English Montreal School Board chair Joe Ortona stressed that
while everyone would have preferred a full return to normal, kids have
adapted well to the measures in place.

At St. Monica, the happy screams of children and music from a live band
helped create a festive atmosphere, but behind the excitement, some anxiety
lingered.

https://www.theglobeandmail .com/canada/article-anxiety-optimism-as-many-montreal-kids-return-to-class-amid-covid-19s/ 172


https://www.theglobeandmail.com/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/investing/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/sports/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/drive/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/real-estate/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/podcasts/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/investing/markets/watchlist/

9/1/2021 Anxiety, optimism as many Montreal kids return to class amid COVID-19’s fourth wave - The Globe and Mail

John Cloutier, father of a Grade 6 student, said he’s worried about the more
contagious Delta variant but not enough to keep his son away from school. He
said he has confidence in the school administration and is hopeful for a good
year — preferably with fewer COVID-related shutdowns.

“They may be sent home once or twice and we’ll deal with it, but obviously
we’re hoping for as smooth a year as possible,” he said.

Principal Silvana Crigna said that while everyone was excited to welcome
students back, she acknowledged there’s also a “certain level of anxiety”
among teachers about being in a room full of children who are too young to
be vaccinated.

She said the government’s decision last week to impose a mask mandate in
school was a relief for most, adding that St. Monica has worked hard to find a
balance between safety and letting kids learn as normally as possible.

Crigna said she’s learned over the last year that communication is key to
easing fears.

“Whether the anxiety happens with our students or the staff or some of our
families, it’s just being there for them and making sure if they’re informed if
ever there’s a case, being transparent with that and making sure everyone
understands the situation and the actions we’re taking,” she said.

St. Monica has set up tents outside to allow the possibility of outdoor classes,
she said, and teachers have been offered protective equipment. The school’s
common areas, she added, are cleaned every two hours. Gym classes,
meanwhile, will be held outdoors as much as possible so children will get a
break from wearing masks.

Noah Trister, who teaches English and math, said the first day of school would
be spent like any other: helping kids get their lockers, settle in and making
plans to decorate the classroom.

“Everything is going to be normal,” Trister said. “Yes, we’ll be wearing masks,
but the kids are used to it and have really well adapted to it, and I don’t think
that’s really going to be a factor for anyone.”
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