
R I D E A U  S T U D E N T S '
U N I O N

E D U C A T I O N  T H A T
W O R K S :  
A  R E V I E W  O F
T H E
Q U A D M E S T E R -
O C T O M E S T E R
S Y S T E M



I N T R O D U C T I O N
In September of 2020, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and the

subsequent lockdown, many school boards across the province of Ontario

organized a new schedule for high school students: the

quadmester/octomester system. 

The system has been much criticized, yet limited action was taken due to

the ongoing pandemic. In March of 2021, many school boards announced

plans to continue the system going into the 2021-2022 school year. In light of

the decision, students from the Mental Health Committee and the Education

and Curriculum Committee conducted a review of the current system,

assessed the benefits and liabilities, and proposed alternative measures. It

must be noted that throughout this report, “the new school system” refers to

the temporary new school systems set up during the COVID pandemic,

namely the quadmester/octomester and cohort system.
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S U R V E Y  A N A L Y S I S  
From March 9, 2021, to March 15, 2021, the Rideau Students’ Union surveyed

153 high school students, 99.3% of whom were from the province of Ontario,

primarily from the Ottawa-Carleton District School Board. All respondents are

in high school, with a majority of 65.4% in grades 11 and 12.  The survey was

able to provide insight as to how, and in what ways, the

quadmesters/octomesters system may have affected students’ education and

mental health. Overall, 75.3% of respondents expressed a desire to return to

the pre-COVID school system in Fall 2021.

The survey consisted of a series of questions regarding two areas: the impact

of the quadmester/octomester system on students’ education and the impact

on student’s mental health. The findings and the implication of said findings

will be further discussed in the Academics and Mental Health sections

respectively. Each section of the survey consisted of a series of questions

where respondents were asked to rate various aspects of the

quadmester/octomester system on a scale of 1 to 5 relative to before the

change, such as pace of learning or motivation in school. They were then

asked to identify what aspects of the octomester/quadmester system

contributed to this change. The aspects included: the condensation of the

schedule, the cohort system, classes alternating every week, and online

learning. This was followed by long answer questions where students

expressed their concerns and what they would like to see changed.

ACADEMICS 

86.3% of students felt that the pace of learning in the quadmesters/octomesters

system has increased relative to the previous systems. In the survey, students were

allowed to check off more than one factor that they believed had caused the pace of

learning to increase. Of the students who responded, 89.3% felt that the condensed

schedule contributed to this, 41.3% felt that the cohort system contributed to this, and

44.7% felt online learning and alternating weeks contributed to this. 
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Many felt that the one day at home, supposedly meant for online learning, only

put them behind and negatively impacted their work ethic. Additional open-

ended answers are included in Appendix A.

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Condensed Schedule  

Cohort System 

Alternating Weeks 

Online Learning 

Other 

WHAT DO YOU THINK HAS CAUSED THE PACING TO BE SPED UP?
(150 RESPONSES)

72.6% of students felt that their motivation has been negatively affected. Of the

students who responded, 70.9% felt that online learning was responsible, 65.5% felt

that the quadmester/octomester system itself was responsible, 44.6% felt the cohort

system was responsible and 39.2% felt that the alternating weeks were responsible.

Further answers are included in Appendix A for factors that were not explicitly listed. 
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HOW HAS YOUR MOTIVATION IN

SCHOOL HAS BEEN AFFECTED BY

THE QUAD/OCTO SYSTEM?
(153 RESPONSES)

(1 - Very Negatively ; 5 - Very Positively)
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When students were asked whether they felt more or less engaged online as

compared to in-person, 84.2% of students felt that they were less engaged

when learning online. 

ARE YOU MORE OR LESS ENGAGED ONLINE AS COMPARED TO IN-

PERSON?
(151 RESPONSES)
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WHAT DO YOU THINK HAS CAUSED THIS?
(148 RESPONSES)

WHAT DO YOU THINK HAS

CAUSED YOUR MOTIVATION TO

HAVE BEEN NEGATIVELY OR

POSITIVELY AFFECTED?
(148 RESPONSES)
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HOW DID THE QUADMESTER/OCTOMESTERS AFFECT

YOUR ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE? 
(152 RESPONSES)

1 2 3 4 5

40% 

30% 

20% 

10% 

0% 

(1 - Very Negatively ; 5 - Very Positively)

WHAT DO YOU THINK HAS CAUSED THIS?
(143 RESPONSES)
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Students were then asked to identify the factors they believed were responsible for

their previous answer, to which 69.9% cited the quadmester/octomester system as

a whole, 58% cited online learning, 43.4% cited alternating weeks, 21.7% cited the

cohort system, and 2% cited the condensed schedule. More information can be

found in Appendix A.

When asked why they responded the way they did, 87.8% of students attributed

their answer to online learning, 37.2% of students attributed their answer to the

quadmester/octomester system, 29.1% of students attributed their answer to the

cohort system, and 27% of students attributed their answer to alternating weeks.

More information can be found in Appendix A. 

Students were then asked about the effect the quadmester/octomester system

had on their academic performance. On a scale of one to five, one being very

negative and five being very positive, 65.2% of students selected either one or two. 
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Finally, the survey asked students whether or not they felt the new system as a

whole worsened the quality of education this year. Out of 152 total

respondents, an overwhelming 75.7% felt that the quadmester/octomester

system worsened the general quality.

HOW WAS THE OVERALL QUALITY OF

EDUCATION AFFECTED?
(143 RESPONSES)

Worse
75.7%

Same
17.8%

Better
6.5%

Second, students were asked, “If the quadmester/octomester system is to

be maintained, what should be changed in the system to improve

education quality?” Of the 109 responses received, for which 102 provided

written suggestions, 49 proposed the removal or change of alternating days

and cohorts, with many expressing the desire to have two classes per day

rather than alternating each week in order to better focus, 21 proposed to have

a more engaging teaching style to assist students in their learning, 19 proposed

to have a slower pace of learning, 11 proposed to have more breaks in order to

better process classroom material and finish work, 11 expressed the desire for

less online learning or to have it redesigned to increase motivation and focus

for students, 4 expressed the desire for a reduced workload, and 3 expressed

the desire for extra academic support.

First, students were asked, “What parts

of the system have had the biggest

impact on your learning?” Of the 114

responses received, 52 cited the

condensed schedule and quicker pace

of the curriculum, 27 cited online

learning, 17 cited the

quadmester/octomester system, 12 cited

the system of alternating courses, 9

cited the length of the classes, 6 cited

the lack of socialization, 3 cited the

inability to stay focused in class, and 2

cited the workload.
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Lastly, students were asked, "Do you have any other concerns about the

Quadmester system with regards to education?" Of the 70 responses received, 53

cited concerns regarding the quadmester/octomester system’s impact on the

quality of education, 10 cited the damaging effects of cramming information

under a condensed schedule, 10 cited worsening mental health, and 8 cited the

lack of engagement.

MENTAL HEALTH 

First, students were asked whether or not they had pre-existing mental health

conditions (e.g depression, anxiety, stress, etc.). 14.3% of students responded “yes”,

with another 15.6% preferring not to say. Students who responded “yes” were then

asked to describe how the COVID system has affected their conditions. Out of 33

short-answer responses, 27 described a “worsening” of their conditions. 6 responses

expressed that their anxiety had increased, 4 expressed an increase in stress, 3

expressed amplified depression, and 3 expressed overall loss in motivation.

DO YOU HAVE ANY PRE-EXISTING MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS 
(147 RESPONSES)

No
70.1%

Prefer not to say
15.6%

Yes
14.3%
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Overall, 71.4% of students with and without pre-existing mental health conditions

expressed that their mental health has been negatively affected as a result of the

quadmester/octomester system. 

HOW HAS YOUR MENTAL HEALTH BEEN AFFECTED IN GENERAL AS A RESULT OF

THE QUAD/OCTO SYSTEM?
(147 RESPONSES)
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(1 - Very Negatively ; 5 - Very Positively)
     

When students were asked whether they experienced an increase or decrease in

stress or anxiety due to the quadmester/octomester system, 79% of responses

indicated an increase. When asked to identify the cause of that stress/anxiety, 73.6%

cited the new schooling system, 72.1% cited online learning, 45.7% cited alternating

weeks, 39.3% cited the cohort system, and 1.4% cited the condensed schedule.

Open-ended answers are shown in Appendix A.

HAS THE QUADMESTER/OCTOMESTER SYSTEM INCREASED OR DECREASED YOUR

STRESS/ANXIETY?
(147 RESPONSES)
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(1 - Decreased ; 5 - Increased)



P A G E  1 1  |  S U R V E Y  A N A L Y S I S

62% of students felt that their social life was negatively affected. When asked to

identify the cause, 66% cited online learning; 59% cited the cohort system; 37.3%

cited the quadmester/octomester system, and 27% cited alternating weeks. Long

answers not included in the checkbox above are shown in Appendix A.    

HOW HAS THE QUADMESTER/OCTOMESTER SYSTEM AFFECTED YOUR

SOCIAL LIFE?
(145 RESPONSES)

1 2 3 4 5

40% 

30% 

20% 

10% 

0% 

(1 - Very Negatively ; 5 - Very Positively)

The final questions were open-ended. The responses for each question were

categorized by theme. Full responses are included in Appendix A. Students

were asked to identify which part of the system had the largest impact on their

learning. Of the 114 responses, 52 cited the condensed schedule, 27 cited online

learning, 17 cited the quadmester/octomester system, 12 cited the alternating

courses each week, 9 cited class length, 6 cited lack of socialization, 3 cited the

ability to focus in class, and 2 cited the workload. 
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The students were then asked, "Do you have any other concerns about the

quadmester/octomester system with regards to mental health?” Of the 47

responses, 33 cited concerns regarding the quadmester/octomester system, 7

cited lack of social interaction, 6 cited deep concerns for friends and/or peers

who revealed signs of anxiety and depression due to the

quadmester/octomester system, 4 cited the school board and teachers’ lack of

action to consider the mental health of students in the design of the

quadmester/octomester system, 4 cited the increased pace of learning, and 2

expressed the necessity of mental health resources for students and teachers.  
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ISSUES TO ADDRESS

The current condensed schedule causes a quicker pace of learning, making it

more difficult for students to understand and retain the course material. 

Often students will be taught material, memorize said material with the sole

purpose of regurgitation, and forget shortly after the evaluation.

In the end, comprehensive learning is significantly hindered.

Having one class per week also impacts students’ information retention. 

Students mentioned that learning only one course’s content for 4 hours has

made it difficult to stay focused in class.  

In many cases, a lack of sufficient breaks exacerbates the previous problem.

The current teaching style is not well adapted for online learning. 

Students have expressed widespread discontent and mentioned the lack of

engagement during classes. 

Asynchronous periods for online students are functionally an early dismissal.

 The months-long gaps between courses in the octomester system have a severe

impact on the retention of knowledge. 

Students struggle to remember and apply information that was delivered

months prior.

Teachers often do not review concepts from the previous octomester.

The increased workload due to the condensed schedule negatively affects

students’ mental health.

Students mention heightened levels of stress and anxiety as a result of an

increased workload.

A lack of socialization due to the cohort system has also created an artificial

divide between students.

There is a lack of mental and academic support for students’ mental health

despite the increasing levels of stress and anxiety they have been facing

throughout the pandemic. 

Throughout the survey, numerous issues affecting students’ mental health and

education were voiced. Such issues are listed below:  
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For students in Grade 12 who are moving on to postsecondary education, the

quadmester system does not allow postsecondary institutions to access the

most recent and therefore accurate evidence of students’ learning. This

severely hampers students’ postsecondary opportunities for learning and

growth, which is detrimental to the students and society.

The aforementioned issues have had a severe impact on the quality of

education and mental health of students. Said issues are almost always a direct

consequence of the new school system. Although many components of this

new system are necessary due to the pandemic, the concerns brought forth are

nevertheless significant and as such, it would be in the best interest of all

parties involved to search for suitable policy alternatives.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR

ALTERNATIVES

In a best-case scenario where a reasonably high percentage of Canadians have

received their first dose of vaccination, going back to the pre-COVID schedule

would be ideal for student's mental health and academic performance. The

system will still keep COVID-19 restrictions that have already been

implemented such as masks being mandatory, social distancing, the use of

face shields as well as all the safety protocols mentioned in the next

recommendation should remain in place.

In order to address or mediate the concerns brought forth by students regarding

the octomester/quadmester system, the following alternatives should be

considered:

If COVID-19 cases are not down by then or vaccinations do not go as planned by

the government before the 2021/2022 school year commences, we recommend

the following system:

Day 1 (odd days) In-person Day 2 (even days) at home

Period 1 (120 mins.)

(90 mins. of synchronous + 30

mins. of asynchronous)

Break (60 mins.)

(5 mins. starting and end for

transition of class)

Period 2 (120 mins.)

(90 mins. of synchronous + 30

mins. of asynchronous)

Class A

Break 

Class B

Class B

Break 

Class A



Have a short break to safely socialize with other students as they

clean their desks. With vaccines rolling out at a fast pace, it would be

safer for peers to safely socialize in class. Increasing students’ ability

to socialize with peers/friends can reduce anxieties, stress, and

loneliness previously caused by social distancing restrictions due to

COVID-19.

Retain information and be more focused during their classes with the

shortened length.   

 Focus on another subject and take a break from their previous one.

The mental break from the previous class will give students time to

schedule their tasks more efficiently.

1.

2.

3.
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Have two courses per day, one in the morning and another at noon, as well

as a scheduled hour-long lunch break between classes. Teachers should also

schedule 5-10 minute breaks during class time for students to rest and

stretch. After each class, announcements can be made at the beginning and

end of the lunch break for the dismissal of students. To reduce contact

during travel time, schools should dismiss students by grade in a staggered

manner. Students should also disinfect/clean their desks for the next

students coming into the class. Students would be required to sanitize their

hands when going in and out of classes with a sanitization station located

near the entrances to the classrooms. This system will allow students to:

In addition, to address the imbalance of students between cohorts, we

recommend the following system: The board should adopt a policy of identifying

where the median lands for students at individual schools and dividing cohorts on

that basis (instead of a uniform division of cohorts with 11 letters in one and 15 in

the other, schools should identify the median letter in their own school and divide

based on that). For a better system, the board might consider varying cohorts

based on the median of students in different types of classes per semester. If

possible, classes should also be organized with balanced cohorts in mind. There

are plenty of alternatives that are possible to address this issue and students

recommend that the current system is reworked. 
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CONCLUSION
From the information gathered above by the Education and Mental Health

Committees of the Rideau Students’ Union, it can be concluded that students

have been heavily impacted by the quadmester/octomester system in a negative

manner. With a dramatic increase in the pace of learning, condensed schedules,

the introduction of the cohort system, and alternating days, there is a near-

universal consensus as to the detrimental effects of the system on both

academic performance and mental health. More than 75% of students who

participated in the survey declared that the quality of education has worsened.

Students with pre-existing mental health conditions also express that their

conditions have worsened throughout the duration of the

quadmester/octomester system. Furthermore, respondents of the survey have

also voiced their concerns about the impact on their mental health due to the

lack of socialization. Many hope for a more “pre-COVID-like” system for the

upcoming school year. Students have spoken, and this issue must be attended to

with the necessary recommendations made by students taken into

consideration.

APPENDIX A
Full responses from the survey are available here.

https://www.rideaustudentsunion.ca/qora.html
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A B O U T  T H E  R I D E A U
S T U D E N T S '  U N I O N
The Rideau Students' Union is an Ottawa High School Union dedicated to

creating common-sense policy and advocating for improvements to

government and institutional policy. Together we work towards improving

the quality of life of Canadians, championing democracy, and presenting a

voice to Canadian students.

More information about the Rideau Students' Union can be found at 

 https://www.rideaustudentsunion.ca/ 
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