CASE STUDIES
MANAGEMENT AND
ORGANIZATIONAL STUDIES

Sylvan Learning of Halifax

Alexander (A.J.) Miller, Huron University

This case was edited by Joe Gilvesy, Shahin Pardban and Katie Oates. Final production of this case was done by Ryan Rabie from the
Library and Learning Services team at Huron University. The authors' intent for this material is to be used in a classroom or other
management learning settings. Names or other identifying information may be altered to protect confidentiality.

This content is freely available without charge to readers and their institutions. All content is published under the Creative Commons License,
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). Readers are allowed to read, download, copy, distribute,
print, search, or link to the full texts of this case without seeking prior permission from the author(s). (Revised 07-06-2026)

INTRODUCTION

"This is becoming increasingly frustrating!," exclaimed Sangeeta Arora during a call with Arpita Das, her silent
business partner. It was a late September evening in 2022 when Arora, the center director and majority owner
of Sylvan Learning of Halifax (Sylvan Halifax), once again received a text message from a senior teacher at
the center, blatantly disregarding operational policies. This incident marked yet another in a series of similar
occurrences over the past seven months involving the three remaining senior teachers who had come with the
franchise upon acquisition. Their persistent disregard for established policies not only added to operational costs,
but it also strained relations with Das. Arora sought a plan to address these issues before they could affect the
opening of their new, physical location that was scheduled to open in December 2022.

SYLVAN CORPORATE

Founded in Portland, Oregon, in 1979, Sylvan Learning, Inc. (Sylvan Corporate) operated a network of franchised
and corporate learning centers that specialized in personalized after-school tutoring and instruction. The company
experienced rapid expansion, reaching over 500 franchises across the US and Canada by 1986. Sylvan boasted a
global presence with more than 750 locations worldwide by 2024. In 2021 alone, they welcomed 55 new franchise
partners and successfully launched 29 new locations.’

Sylvan Corporate empowered franchise owners with individual autonomy over operational policies for staff and
customer sessions, while ensuring they aligned with agreed-upon service quality standards.

(1] Why sylvan?. Sylvan Learning. (2024). https://sylvanfranchise.com/



Sylvan Learning of Halifax Page | 2

SYLVAN HALIFAX

Sylvan Halifax was established in 1990 under the leadership of Christine Wells, who secured the franchise license
for Halifax and expanded into neighboring cities Dartmouth and Bedford. Wells faced challenges adapting to
online learning during the Covid-19 pandemic, leading her to transfer sales and transfer processes to Arora in
March 2021. During the pandemic, Wells closed all three physical locations and transitioned to offering online
services only.

Upon acquiring the franchise, Arora inherited 57 active customers and a team of eight teachers. Recognizing
Sylvan's service-oriented nature and the crucial role of its staft in maintaining high standards, Arora appreciated
the value of the experienced eight Sylvan-trained teachers she acquired through the purchase. Many of the Sylvan
Halifax teachers were passionate about education and worked at Sylvan for supplementary household income.

SANGEETA ARORA

Arora began her career in children's education in 2007 with a game-based learning company based in Europe and
Asia. Following personal circumstances, she left this previous role and relocated to Toronto, Ontario, in September
2018. In March 2019, she became the owner of Sylvan Learning of North Toronto. Leveraging the company’s
established policies and her expertise, she effectively managed the location in the initial months of ownership.
While Arora handled parent interactions, sales calls, recruitment, and backend operations, she delegated the
teaching responsibilities to the inherited instructors, whom she found highly capable and trusted them with the
autonomy they already had. The pandemic required Arora to shift to remote work, which she initially approached
with apprehension, but then ultimately managed the company successfully while overseeing the franchise from
home.

Arora's interest was piqued by an email from the Sylvan Canadian Franchise owner group. In it, Wells expressed
her intent to retire and sell Sylvan Halifax, which was struggling to meet revenue targets. Despite a 2.5-hour
flight from her residence, Arora was confident in her ability to oversee the operations remotely, hoping to rely on
the experienced local staff. To offset the substantial financial investment, Arora partnered with her sister-in-law,
Arpita Das, who assumed a silent partner role in the venture.

INITIAL STAGES

In July 2021, Arora had staft sign new employment agreements under her incorporation and introduced several
essential policies, which were absent under the previous owner, for both customers and staft. To mitigate potential
backlash, Arora enlisted a long-time teacher from Toronto to introduce the new policies, believing that his
experience would lend credibility with the Halifax teachers. Despite these efforts, some staft challenged these
policies, particularly a clause stating, "In the instance that a student doesn’t show up for their session, the teacher
is to exit the session after 15 minutes, and only those 15 minutes shall be marked on the timesheet."” Employees
tound this clause unfair, since they had reserved the entire hour and were ready to work.

[2] A timesheet is a document tracking working hours to be paid by an employer.
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Some Sylvan Halifax teachers agreed to the policies. For example, one teacher shared his perspective, noting that
with the remote aspect of the job, occasional cancellations were not a significant inconvenience, since he was
already at home. Some teachers reluctantly accepted the policy; yet another teacher threatened to contact Sylvan
Headquarters and ultimately decided to leave the company. This abrupt resignation posed a challenge for Arora;
she had to cancel student sessions and hire and train a new teacher. This lost the company revenue and increased
overhead costs.

Some new policies, however, were well received by staft. For instance, the "teacher of the month" initiative rewarded
the teacher with the highest number of positive reviews with a $50 gift card. Another incentive included a $100
bonus to teachers if parents renewed their packages. Arora believed that these policies would motivate the staff
and foster positive relationships with her and the new management style.

NEW CUSTOMER/STUDENT POLICIES

Sylvan Halifax operated by selling packages that included a pre-set number of lessons. This allowed the
administrators to plan their need for teachers with the correct skills and availability. Wells previously offered a
life-long validity to the prepaid lessons with no defined restrictions on cancellations. Arora was concerned that the
costs for paying teachers when the student cancelled at the last minute was a major part of Wells's struggle with
profitability. To address this, alongside implementing new staff policies, Arora introduced customer agreements
(Exhibit 1) that outlined package policies and restrictions around cancellations, closures, and make-up sessions.

The introduction of new paperwork for each package initially surprised customers, but Arora assured them that it
was standard procedure across Sylvan’s Canadian locations. Many customers welcomed the clarity and uniformity
of these agreements, having previously experienced inconsistencies. Mindful of potential parental concerns over
the stricter policies, however, Arora decided to adopt a lenient approach for 2021 amidst her busy operational
responsibilities.

TEACHER LAY-OFFS

After acquiring the business, Arora identified two of the original eight staff members who did not align with
the work culture and therefore had to be terminated over a six-month period. Although these dismissals were
staggered, they affected the team morale and contributed to ongoing turnover. Arora recognized these decisions
were necessary to uphold quality standards, despite facing a significant teacher shortage in Halifax. Also, during
this six-month period, two employees left Sylvan Halifax. By April 2022, only three of the original teachers

remained at the business, and they were internally designated the “senior teachers.”

In early 2022, Arora hired two new contract staft members who agreed to work until the end of summer before
returning to school. One of them managed administrative tasks and gained access to "Text Request," a text-
based communication software application for parent interaction with the company. These administrative duties
were previously handled by a senior teacher, who had been with Sylvan Halifax since 2018. As of April 2022,
only the three senior teachers and the temporary hire had access to Text Request and were involved in parent
communications accordingly.
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TEXT REQUEST

'The Text Request software served as the primary tool for direct communication between teachers and parents at
Sylvan Halifax. Staff used it to send Zoom links and session reminders, and to manage rescheduling requests, and
address parents’ concerns. Arora streamlined such processes by incorporating message templates (Exhibit 2) into
the software to make them more convenient for staff to use.

Arora observed instances when senior teachers disregarded rescheduling or closure policies, despite having access
to predefined responses in the templates which were designed to follow these policies. She initially addressed
these issues informally during individual employee check-ins that were scheduled for other purposes, opting not
to immediately impose consequences.

These issues significantly decreased in frequency after a temporary staff member handled most text-based
communications. This staff member consistently adhered to policies, unlike some of the senior teachers. The
inconsistency in communication with parents prompted Arora to adopt a stricter approach with the senior teachers.
To prevent further violations, she posted messages in the staff group about the continuation of policy infractions
by the three senior teachers.

CULTURE IN HALIFAX AND BUSINESS OPERATIONS

Once Covid-19 restrictions lifted and schools resumed in-person learning, Arora and Das identified an opportunity
to establish an in-person Sylvan Learning center in Halifax near the end of 2022. They secured a venue and
initiated renovation plans.

In May 2022, Arora relocated to Halifax to directly oversee the renovations of the physical center and hoped
to address the resistance she encountered from the senior teachers. After relocating to Halifax, Arora observed
cultural distinctions between Halifax and Toronto. In Halifax, people generally had a more relaxed demeanor,
underscored by responses to Arora such as "oh, but that’s Toronto and Halifax doesn’t work like that," which she
encountered from various individuals, including her lawyer and real estate agent.

These cultural differences added complexity to Arora's challenge addressing issues with the senior teachers at
Sylvan Halifax. It also influenced their resistance to change, making it more difficult for Arora to find effective
solutions. Despite her monthly week-long visits, Arora realized the necessity of a more hands-on approach and
this was a major reason for her move to Halifax.

After moving to Halifax, Arora observed increased productivity and received positive responses from the new staff
members she hired. Yet, senior teachers remained resistant to the new changes, despite her efforts.
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PARENTS COMPLAINTS

Arora was furious with a senior teacher in July 2022. The teacher had disregarded policies in a message that she
sent to a parent, and later, when a temporary hire took over the conversation with the parent, leading to severe
miscommunications. Consequently, the parent requested a refund and made the following comment:

‘ ‘ I'am not happy, Sangeeta. Why are we being charged for these sessions when the teacher mentioned
that we would not be? This is not the service we expect. Why are two different staff members giving
us different pieces of information? I would highly request you to train your staft better. We would
like to request a refund on our package as we would not like to continue with Sylvan at this time. , ,

As a result of the complaint, Arora removed the offending teacher’s access to Text Request. The senior teacher
did not respond positively, and she then reduced her availability. Arora viewed this as nearly quitting, since the
teacher’s availability changed from 20 to 2 hours/week. Arora did not fire the senior teacher and let her conduct
the 2 hours each week, but she wondered if she was making the right decision.

TEXT REQUEST GOING FORWARD

'The temporary employee agreed to work part time while attending school, but their reduction in hours while in
school reduced their availability in handling most of the communications. Instead, these responsibilities were
evenly distributed amongst the other two senior teachers. Arora was confident that this adjustment would increase
efficiency, based on past performance records.

STAFF MEETING

Arora held a staff meeting to plan fall sessions, with a focus on reinforcing Sylvan closure policies. During the
meeting, she clarified that the center operated independently of school calendars and would remain open on days
when schools were closed. Arora based her decision on the Toronto attendance figures, which were quite busy on
days with school closures. To her surprise, the senior teachers adamantly opposed this policy, stating that it was
unethical, and they refused to enforce it. Senior teachers argued that on days when school was closed (i.e., March
Break and Professional Development days), families would not expect to attend tutoring session at Sylvan, and
instead, plan fun activities for their kids. Arora was baftled by their stance and unsure how to respond. In the heat
of the moment, she made a curt remark asserting the business perspective, stating, "This is not a charity; let me
handle the business operations." The meeting then ended abruptly with no further discussion.
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DECISION TIME

Furious after the staff meeting, Arora called her business partner, Das, expressing her frustration with the senior
teachers' resistance to the new policies. Das empathized with her but emphasized the urgency of preparing for
the upcoming opening of their physical location. Das stressed the importance of devising a strategy to address the
senior teachers' concerns and ensuring adherence to policies at the new site.

Das outlined several critical aspects of the plan that needed attention. Specifically, she inquired whether Arora
intended to maintain working relationships with the three senior teachers as they transitioned to the physical
location in Halifax, where teacher shortages had made online recruiting challenging. Arora often relied on part-
time students and temporary hires to fill staffing gaps. And dismissing senior teachers could have exacerbated
labor shortages, and potentially delayed the center's opening. In addition to the initial recruiting costs, Arora
anticipated further expense increases, because she had to offer competitive market wages to new hires, especially
considering the low number of applicants in the previous hiring process.

If Arora chose to retain the senior teachers, Das sought clarification on how Arora planned to ensure that they
aligned with her leadership. Das also requested a plan for fostering positive culture at the new facility, encouraging
staff adherence to procedures, and addressing any remaining issues from the somewhat toxic environment that had
developed with the senior teachers.
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EXHIBIT #1

Extract Of Certain Clauses From The "Customer Agreement"

Absence = We understand that sometimes unexpected circumstances may cause an absence. For us to “excuse” your
student and not charge for missed session, please try to notify us 48 hours prior to the session but at-
least 24 hours’ notice is a must.

= Though for planned vacations and events like school functions, minimum one-week prior notice from
the date of scheduled session must be given, to be excused and not charged for the session(s). Calls/
notice by students to excuse self are not entertained.

= Ifyour son / daughter misses a session, and we have not been notified by the required time to excuse,
make-up for that session won't be provided and you will be billed for it.

= However, to make any long-term changes to your students’ schedule, you must give us a minimum two-
week notice. In absence of same, you shall be charged for all pre-scheduled sessions for that two-week
period, as per your package and payment plan.

Make—Up = To keep your student on the best learning progression, we are happy to reschedule an excused session
within a 30-days of excused session if requested. Though rescheduling relies on time availability and
is not an obligation, an not valid for Monthly Packages.

= Your student has a maximum of up to 30 days from the date of excused absence to complete a make-
up; any session not taken within the 30-day window will be lost.

= Make-up sessions must be scheduled outside of a student’s regular schedule.

= A session can only be rescheduled once. Because teacher’s needs advanced notice to prepare for the
academic sessions, we need advance notice for any make-up sessions.

Centre Closure = We monitor weather conditions to ensure the safety of our students and staft. In the case of
inclement weather or any unfavorable circumstances, text notifications shall be sent, and sessions be
moved to online mode. But, if necessary, closure decisions would be taken and notified via text. We
don’t follow school closure schedule or calendar. In case of doubt, it’s advisable to verify about centre
status instead of presuming closure and missing sessions.

EXHIBIT #2

Sample Text Request Templates

Edit Template

Name
Late /Missing Session

We are waiting for  LastMName > . Please text "Joining' for us to wait or "Missed' if something

unexpected has come up.

153/160, with signature =

Cancel SAVE




