
Social Distance Teaching:  
Instructional Continuity During Times of Crisis 

During times of crisis, from which class cancellation or high absenteeism often result, 
preparation, creativity and flexibility are required.   

Faculty may wish to develop and add a statement in their syllabus for instructional continuation 
in case such an event arises. A few moments during the first week of class could be set aside to 
discuss such university, departmental and class policies. 

The University of Iowa’s Critical Incident Management Plan is available online either at http://
opsmanual.uiowa.edu/ (UI Operations Manual) or 
http://www.uiowa.edu/cimp/ (UI Department of Public Safety) 

Before class begins: 
 Familiarize yourself with university, departmental and class policies.
 Be prepared to answer student inquiries about making up work.
 Consider ways in which students can continue to work if they cannot come to class; meeting

the instructional goals in alternative ways.
 Develop and post alternative assignments for such an occasion before class begins.
 Encourage students to print out a hardcopy of this list at the beginning of the semester.
 Explore a variety of tools through which you can communicate with the class. If face-to-face

communication cannot happen, then consider alternative media: ICON discussion board, e-
mail, telephone, text messaging, instant messaging. Skype, and Ning.

Questions to consider: 
 What is the University of Iowa’s Pandemic Plan?
 Will students have Internet access?
 What are your teaching objectives for the time period?
 How will you communicate with students?
 How will you develop and/or make your content available?
 Will student work be assessed during this time? If so, what instruments will be used to do so?
 Will students have access (laboratory equipment, specialized software) during this time?
 Are there any online resources available for students? If using a textbook, is there a

corresponding website? A wealth of resources for all disciplines can be found on merlot.org
and through MIT’s Open Courseware
http://ocw.mit.edu/OcwWeb/web/home/home/index.htm

http://www.uiowa.edu/cimp/
http://ocw.mit.edu/OcwWeb/web/home/home/index.htm
http://opsmanual.uiowa.edu/
http://opsmanual.uiowa.edu/


FOR STUDENTS WITH INTERNET ACCESS 

Alternative content-delivery  
 Upload files to ICON. These can include MS Word and PowerPoint files, with or without

audio.
 Share links to texts and websites through ICON.
 Deliver quizzes online through ICON.
 Deliver lectures through Adobe Connect or create audio or video Podcasts.
 *Note: When you convert course materials to online formats, you may wish to divide the

content into different files or simplify the file (e.g., convert color to gray-scale, eliminate
some graphics) so as to not overwhelm student internet access.

Reading Assignments 
 If you use a textbook, there may be online resources from the publisher available.
 Make sure that students know when particular readings are due and how they relate to

assessment.

Group Assignments 
 Share files through ICON dropboxes and through discussion boards.
 Invite students to explore other ways to collaborate, including wikis and google documents.

Individual Assignments 
 Upload assignment information to ICON.
 Students can submit assignments via email or through the ICON dropbox.

Exams or Quizzes 
 Consider alternative assignments for assessment
 Deliver exams/quizzes online through ICON
 Consider giving mastery test that can be retaken until a specific score is reached.
 For example, at times the textbook publisher offers self-scored quizzes through a website.

Students can then forward their scores to the instructor or print out and hand in upon their
return to class.

Course Announcements 
 Urgent announcements can be delivered through the university e-mail account.
 Announcements can also be posted to ICON and/or a course webpage.

Course Lectures 
 Lecture notes could be uploaded in a text format and sent through e-mail.
 Consider an asynchronous chat through the discussion board.
 Upload PowerPoints with or without audio. Lectures in short modules allow for quicker

uploads.
 Allow students to Skype into class during the class period.



Class Communication: 
 Students may have more questions during this busy time. Offer virtual office hours or time in

which you are available via e-mail, chat or phone.
 Establish a buddy system or an e-mail chain of communication.
 Create a course-specific computer-mediated community with social networking software,

such as Ning.

Feedback for Assignments: 
 Give feedback on papers through tools such as Track Changes on MS Word and save as pdf’s

files to return to students via ICON so that the documents cannot be altered.
 Upload audio podcasts to e-mail to students.
 Participate in video conferencing, through Skype or Adobe Connect during virtual office

hours.

FOR STUDENTS WITHOUT INTERNET ACCESS 

 Realize that not all students will have access to internet during times of crisis.
 To share materials with such student, an alternative form of communication could be used,

such as the US Post Office, telephone, or text messaging
 Refer students to the  list of alternative assignments posted to ICON that students print out at

the beginning of the semester.
 At the beginning of the semester, students could be assigned buddies with whom they

communicate in case of emergency. In this way, students could choose partners in the class
without having to share personal information with the entire class.

Ideas for Alternate Assignments: 
 Students write a short paper exploring course content through personal experience. They

could upload their papers to a wiki or discussion board in order to share with the rest of the
class.

 Students develop questions for discussion and post them to ICON for a discussion or a quiz.
 Students create and upload PowerPoint presentations or podcast presenting one aspect of the

course content. Such projects could be done individually or collaboratively.
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