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In this document: 

o   Managing patients with respiratory symptoms in office 

o Guidance for IPAC/PPE for your practice 

o Practice tips for in-office assessments  

o Information for family doctors about N-95s 



MANAGING PATIENTS 
WITH RESPIRATORY SYMPTOMS IN OFFICE 

With rates of respiratory illness – including 
COVID-19, influenza and respiratory syncytial 
virus (RSV) – increasing, in-person care 
remains an essential part of ensuring our 
patients receive the care they need and 
allows us to help protect hospital capacity. 

Below are some reminders and supports for 
managing symptomatic patients in office.

IN-PERSON CARE IS NEEDED to meet the 
standard of care in many cases, including 
patients who have difficulty communicating 
virtually, and where physical assessments 
are necessary to make an appropriate  
diagnosis or treatment decision. Refer  
to these FAQs from the CPSO for details.

SCREEN to identify patients who may have 
acute respiratory infections, and take steps 
to reduce transmission risk, i.e, PPE and IPAC, 
distancing symptomatic patients from others, 
and discussing isolation requirements (see 
pp 12-13 of case and contact management 
guidance). Post signage for respiratory  
etiquette (cover your cough; mask; tissues) 
as an additional precaution.

Screening also helps identify individuals  
at risk of serious illness from COVID-19 who 
may be eligible for treatment, especially 
the anti-viral Paxlovid™, so they can be  
tested or referred to testing immediately. 
See Paxlovid™ information for primary care.

Screen patients for respiratory symptoms to help guide care 
decisions as well as in-office PPE and IPAC measures.

COVID-19 and other ARI have overlapping symptoms.  
Use this COVID-19 symptom checklist to identify infections.

Two or more of the following symptoms:

Other symptoms include abdominal pain, conjunctivitis 
(pink eye), decreased or lack of appetite (in young children).

If patient screens positive for ARI (including COVID-19), move to a separate room or distance  
as much as possible from others, and wear appropriate PPE. See summary PPE/IPAC guidance.

OR
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Screening for Acute Respiratory Infection (ARI)

Check whether symptoms are new, worsening, or different 
from the patient’s usual state, i.e., not chronic or related  
to other known causes or conditions.

One or more of the following most common symptoms:
Fever and/or chills
Cough
Shortness of breath 
Decrease or loss of smell or taste

Extreme fatigue (general feeling of being unwell,  
lack of energy, extreme tiredness)
Muscle aches or joint pain 
Gastrointestinal symptoms (i.e., nausea, vomiting 
and/or diarrhea) 
Sore throat (painful swallowing or difficulty swallowing) 
Runny nose or nasal congestion 
Headache
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https://www.cpso.on.ca/en/Physicians/Your-Practice/Physician-Advisory-Services/COVID-19-FAQs-for-Physicians
https://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/contact_mngmt/management_cases_contacts.pdf
https://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/contact_mngmt/management_cases_contacts.pdf
https://www.ontariohealth.ca/sites/ontariohealth/files/2022-04/Guidance%20for%20health%20care%20providers%20-%20Access%20to%20Paxlovid%20-%20EN.pdf
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/ipac-summary.pdf
mailto:ocfp%40ocfp.on.ca?subject=
http://ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/covid19
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PPE | IPAC:

•  PPE and infection prevention and control precautions, including hand hygiene, are key to reducing the risk
of transmission of COVID-19 and other respiratory illnesses. See this OCFP summary of PPE/IPAC guidance
and order PPE through the pandemic stockpile if necessary.

•  A note for smaller offices: Physical distancing, when feasible, is still recommended. If this is challenging
to do given your office space, keep as much distance as possible between any symptomatic patient
and other patients.

SUPPORTING PATIENTS:

•  Most symptomatic patients can self-manage, while others (e.g., COPD, CHF patients) will likely require
clinical assessment given their comorbidities. Here are tips for patients who are feeling unwell, and this
information sheet can help your patients decide when to call the office/clinic for support.

•   For children, see decision aid “When to come to the ED” on this resource page.

REFER AS NEEDED:

•  Direct patients with severe symptoms to the emergency department.

•  For high-risk COVID patients who can be managed at home, consider referral to a Remote Care Management
program (if offered in your community); or, if there is capacity in your practice, monitor them yourself
through the COVID@Home program.

•  Patients who cannot be safely monitored at home, yet do not require emergency care, could be referred
to a COVID-19 Clinical Assessment Centre (CAC). CAC availability varies based on local context – if none
in your region, continue to provide care through your usual pathways.

mailto:ocfp%40ocfp.on.ca?subject=
http://ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/covid19
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/ipac-summary.pdf
https://ehealthontario.on.ca/en/health-care-professionals/ppe-intake
https://rebrand.ly/Feeling-Unwell
https://rebrand.ly/When-To-Call
https://www.cheo.on.ca/en/clinics-services-programs/emergency-care.aspx#Registration
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-coronavirus-infection/symptoms.html#ss
https://www.ontariohealth.ca/eligibility-criteria-and-referral-information-remote-covid-19-monitoring-programs
https://hfam.ca/clinical-pathways-and-evidence/covid-at-home-monitoring-for-primary-care/
https://www.ontariohealth.ca/sites/ontariohealth/files/2022-01/FAQ%20-%20COVID-19%20clinical%20assessment%20centres.pdf
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F O R  C O M M U N I T Y  PR AC T IC E S
OCTOBER 2022

With the rates of respiratory illness on the rise in Ontario, control measures in your practice continue to 
be key to reducing transmission and keeping patients, staff, and yourself safe, and meeting clinical needs.

Outlined below are measures for infection prevention and control against COVID-19 and respiratory 
viruses, including screening, masking, PPE, physical distancing, cleaning, and ventilation.
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For patients with  
respiratory symptoms, 

including symptoms  
of COVID, and any  

accompanying caregiver

Provide a medical mask 
or a non-fit tested N95 
respirator.

If a patient – with or without respiratory symptoms – 
refuses or is unable to wear a mask

Take measures to protect other patients and staff — based 
on patient’s health, may include scheduling at the end  
of day or another dedicated time or considering a virtual 
visit. See CPSO’s COVID-19 FAQs for Physicians.

Resource: Printable clinic sign reminds patients that 
abusive behaviour is unacceptable

Masking is not required but continues to be recommended in community-based practices.

•  Encourage patients and visitors to wear a mask – printable posters developed by OMA 
(log in to access)

•  You may establish your own masking policy for all staff, patients and other visitors  
to wear a mask when in the office. 
– OMA adaptable policy template (log in to access)

More information on next page regarding masks as part of PPE.

Masking

A negative COVID test and/or proof of vaccination are not required 
for an in-person patient visit.

Active Screening

Screen patients for respiratory 
symptoms to help guide care  
decisions as well as in-office PPE 
and IPAC measures.

OCFP tip sheet for screening  
and seeing symptomatic patients

Passive Screening

Passive screening (i.e., signage 
posted at office/clinic  
and building entrance, asking 
staff, patients and visitors  
to self-identify if ill) may  
augment active screening.

Staff  
Screening

All staff 
to daily 
self-monitor 
for symptoms 
of COVID.

Screening

mailto:ocfp%40ocfp.on.ca?subject=
http://ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/covid19
https://www.cpso.on.ca/Physicians/Your-Practice/Physician-Advisory-Services/COVID-19-FAQs-for-Physicians
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/ocfp-behaviour-sign-colour.pdf
https://staff.onelogin.com/login2/?return=eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiIsInR5cCI6IkpXVCJ9..os-cEJq0O_AOI07KIk7h_SH3kmvo_XHzNOYd7WdLI1s#app=1319898
https://staff.onelogin.com/login2/?return=eyJ0eXAiOiJKV1QiLCJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9..N7gPp4l8Y64fXAzu0FzSXSnaBg8J2lj2-6HpjXYeCEo#app=1319898
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/covid-screening-tool.pdf
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/covid-screening-tool.pdf
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Direct care/within 2 
metres of confirmed or 

“screen positive” patient/
patient with respiratory 

symptoms

Fit-tested, seal-checked 
N95 respirator  
(or equivalent)  
or a non-fit tested N95, 
KN95 or well-fitting  
medical mask, isolation 
gown, gloves and eye 
protection (goggles, face 
shield or safety glasses 
with side protection).

All other patient  
interactions |  

care of patients  
who screen negative/ 

have no respiratory  
symptoms

Well-fitting medical mask 
or N95 respirator; based 
on a risk assessment  
(e.g., patient is unmasked, 
high community  
prevalence), also wear  
eye protection.

Staff receiving patients/
conducting screening

If can maintain physical 
distance of at least  
2 metres or have an  
impermeable barrier  
(such as plexiglass):  
medical mask

If not: Mask as above plus 
eye protection; if direct 
physical contact, also 
wear isolation gown  
and gloves.

Tips

•  PPE allocations, including N95s, are available from the provincial pandemic stockpile.

•  Steps can be taken to safely extend the use and/or re-use your N95 respirator.  
If a respirator must be re-used, keep it from being contaminated by carefully storing 
it in a clean paper bag, or in a cleanable container with a lid. Wash your hands  
before and after handling your mask.

Resource: Poster: PPE in community practice – OMA (gated access) 
Summary: PPE Selection for Suspect or Confirmed COVID-19 – PHO

PPE:
clinic staff |
healthcare

team

General

Physical distancing,  
when feasible, is still  
recommended.

Minimize time  
patients spend in 
the waiting room, 
and non-essential 
items in patient 
areas.

COVID confirmed  
or “screen positive” | patient  
with respiratory symptoms

Move patient to exam room  
immediately or to a separate area; 
if not feasible, keep as much  
distance as possible from other 
patients, in addition to masking.  
See above for masking step.

Continue scheduling symptomatic 
patients separately, where possible, 
at beginning or end of day.

Staff

As much as possible,  
schedule staff breaks  
to avoid crowded eating 
rooms and other staff areas.

If more than one staff in 
break room, masks should 
be removed for as little 
time as possible, as  
required for eating  
and drinking.

Physical
distancing |
Office flow

mailto:ocfp%40ocfp.on.ca?subject=
http://ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/covid19
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/covid-and-n95s.pdf
https://ehealthontario.on.ca/en/for-healthcare-professionals/digital-health-services
https://staff.onelogin.com/login2/?return=eyJ0eXAiOiJKV1QiLCJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9..Nz8yyHeQ9bzmSKjdU07M-fTJHF5Md8zKckTEdrI70YE#app=1319898
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/in-office-ppe-for-clinics-pho.pdf
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COVID confirmed or “screen positive” | 
patient with respiratory symptoms

After patient leaves, use routine cleaning processes: 
Clean and disinfect medical equipment and surfaces 
that the patient contacted (e.g., examination table, 
chair) with a low-level disinfectant.

Patient who screens negative | 
with no respiratory symptoms

Use standard cleaning processes  
(i.e., as would normally be done  
pre-pandemic for IPAC).

PHO’s Interim Guidance for Infection Prevention and Control of SARS-CoV-2 Variants 
of Concern for Health Care Settings

PHO’s Checklist: Infection Prevention and Control Key Principles for Clinical Office 
Practice During the COVID-19 Pandemic

•  Ensure ventilation system is functioning properly and optimized. If available,  
request report from the building owner/landlord.

• Keep doors and windows open when possible.

•  Consider an air cleaner with a HEPA (high-efficiency particulate air) filter if HVAC  
is very poor or non-existent, or there is no outdoor air exchange. Select a portable 
air cleaner with clean air delivery rate (CADR) large enough for the size of the room  
or area.

Resource: Five elements of an air quality check (Dr. Jeya Nadarajah), Public Health  
Ontario HVAC guide (not specific to health care); FAQs on portable air cleaners;  
CDC’s strategies and tools for improving building ventilation in the context  
of virus transmission.

Cleaning

Ventilation

mailto:ocfp%40ocfp.on.ca?subject=
http://ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/covid19
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2021/09/covid-19-summary-ipac-key-principles-clinical-office-practice.pdf?sc_lang=en#page=7
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/voc/2021/02/pidac-interim-guidance-sars-cov-2-variants.pdf?sc_lang=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/voc/2021/02/pidac-interim-guidance-sars-cov-2-variants.pdf?sc_lang=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/Documents/nCoV/ipac/2020/09/checklist-assessment-primary-care-spec-walk-in-clinics.pdf?sc_lang=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/Documents/nCoV/ipac/2020/09/checklist-assessment-primary-care-spec-walk-in-clinics.pdf?sc_lang=en
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/air-quality-check.pdf
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2020/09/covid-19-hvac-systems-in-buildings.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2020/09/covid-19-hvac-systems-in-buildings.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2021/01/faq-covid-19-portable-air-cleaners.pdf?la=en
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/ventilation.html
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PR ACTICE TIPS FOR IN-OFFICE 
ASSESSMENTS
UPDATED APRIL 2022

Staff
4  Update staff on in-office IPAC guidelines and practices, including the need to self-monitor for symptoms and self-

identify if ill. 

4  As much as possible, enable physical distance between staff when interacting, including in staff common areas.

4  Although staff vaccination in community-based settings is not mandatory, clinics may maintain their own policies. 
(downloadable template for mandatory COVID-19 vaccination - OMA [gated access])

Screening and Flow
4  Screen for COVID – both passively with signage and actively with questions on the phone or on your web-based 

booking, and when patients present to the clinic.

4  Minimize number of people entering with the patient. 

4  Separate/distance patient who screens positive from others in the office as much as possible. For patients who 
screen positive and their accompanying caregivers, provide a medical mask or non-fit tested N95 respirator.

4  Do not cohort “screen positive” patients together unless they are in the same household.

4  Space appointments to allow for room cleaning as needed (see ‘Cleaning’ below) and to minimize wait in the 
waiting room. When possible, stagger in-person and virtual appointments to faciliate room cleaning.

4  Continue scheduling patients who screen positive, where possible, at end of day or another dedicated time.

4  While not required, physical distancing is still recommended. 

PPE
Keep distance until exam and use PPE according to guidelines: 

4  For patients who screen positive, wear fit-tested and seal-checked N95 respirator, eye protection, gloves and 
gown. 

4  For those who screen negative, wear a well-fitting medical mask or N95 respirator. If patient is unmasked*, 
eye protection is also required.

Cleaning
Environmental cleaning requirements (Public Health Ontario)

4  For patients who screen positive: disinfect within 2 metres of patient as soon as possible, and clean and 
disinfect treatment areas, horizontal surfaces and equipment before another patient is brought into area or 
used on another patient. 

4  For patients who screen negative: use standard cleaning processes.

*see What if a patient refuses to wear a mask? – CPSO

mailto:ocfp@ocfp.on.ca
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/ipac-summary.pdf
https://www.oma.org/uploadedfiles/oma/media/member/membermappedpdfs/practice-professional-support/covid-19-office-vaccination-policy-template.docx
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/covid-screening-tool.pdf
https://www.ontariofamilyphysicians.ca/tools-resources/covid-19-resources/clinical-care-office-readiness/in-office-ppe-for-clinics-pho.pdf
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2021/09/covid-19-summary-ipac-key-principles-clinical-office-practice.pdf?sc_lang=en#page=7
https://www.cpso.on.ca/Physicians/Your-Practice/Physician-Advisory-Services/COVID-19-FAQs-for-Physicians#:~:text=What%20if%20a%20patient%20refuses,and%20other%20patients%20on%20site
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COVID-19 and N95s 

 

 

Information for family doctors about N95s 

 

 

• Fit-tested, seal-checked N95 respirators (or equivalent) should be worn for direct care 

of any patient with suspected/confirmed COVID-19.  

o If you are unable to access fit-tested N95s, wear a non fit-tested N95 respirator 

(or equivalent), a KN95 respirator (which is designed for use without fit-testing), 

or a well-fitted surgical/procedure mask based on a risk assessment.  

 

• Family doctors may order N95s for themselves and their practice via the Provincial 

Pandemic Stockpile – from dropdown menu, select “N95 Mask for Regular Supply”. 

o The requirement for fit testing has been removed for ordering the 1870+ N95 

masks for primary care but not for other models. The expectation is for the 

1870+ mask fit testing to be done when possible.  

o Direct questions to COVID19SupplyChain@ontariohealth.ca. 

 

• To conserve and safely extend use and/or re-use your N95 respirator: keep it from 

being contaminated by carefully storing it in a clean paper bag, or in a cleanable 

container with a lid. Wash your hands before and after handling your mask. Note that a 

mask that is wet or crumpled should be discarded.  

See Health Canada’s COVID-19 medical masks and respirators: Information for health 

professionals. 

 

 
Reminder: for patients who screen positive, PPE also includes isolation gown, gloves and 
eye protection (goggles, face shield or safety glasses with side protection). 
 

 

https://ehealthontario.on.ca/en/for-healthcare-professionals/digital-health-services
https://ehealthontario.on.ca/en/for-healthcare-professionals/digital-health-services
mailto:COVID19SupplyChain@ontariohealth.ca
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/covid19-industry/medical-devices/personal-protective-equipment/medical-masks-respirators/health-professionals.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/covid19-industry/medical-devices/personal-protective-equipment/medical-masks-respirators/health-professionals.html
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