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AbstrAct

Crisis planning in institutions of higher learning 
has focused largely on emergency management, 
physical safety and technology recovery. While 
these are clearly important, many aspects of plan-
ning for continuity have largely been ignored, 
including planning for the post-secondary edu-
cation sector’s core business, that is, the delivery 
of graduate and undergraduate academic pro-
grammes. Use of the term ‘academic continuity’ 
as a component of institutional planning is 
relatively new in higher education. Discussions 
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on academic continuity have often centred on 
the use of technology-enhanced education and 
online teaching in the event of crisis or disaster 
affecting campuses. However, online approaches 
are only one aspect of academic continuity 
planning. Using examples of two different 
crisis situations encountered at a large urban 
university spanning three campuses, this paper 
presents an approach to academic continuity 
planning that can potentially serve as a model 
for other institutions.

Keywords: academic continuity, aca-
demic disruption, pandemic, higher 
education

INTRODUCTION
In April 2009, an H1N1 virus was detected 
in California that was subsequently linked 
to the strain responsible for a major out-
break of respiratory disease in Mexico 
a few weeks earlier. Shortly thereafter, 
outbreaks were reported in Mexico, the 
USA and Japan. As a consequence, the 
World Health Organization issued a pan-
demic alert, initially rating it as phase 3, 
then phase 4, and subsequently phase 5, 
signalling an imminent pandemic. On 6th 
June, 2009, this alert was raised to phase 6 
as the pandemic spread at unprecedented 
speed.1 Analyses conducted in the USA 
concluded that the H1N1 transmission 
rate was comparable to that of the 1918 
influenza pandemic.2,3

One of the first actions taken in many 
US communities was to close schools in 
which one or more children had con-
firmed or probable infection. At the peak 
of the closures in May 2009, 5,726 US 
schools were closed, affecting 468,282 stu-
dents. These closures lasted from 1 day to 
2 weeks.4 This approach to closures was 
consistent with previous practices in which 
school closures follow an outbreak and 
are not pre-emptive public health meas-
ures.5 As the summer progressed, increased 

numbers of outbreaks were identified in 
schools and summer camps. Speculation 
was rife that the reconvening of schools in 
the autumn might lead to a massive epi-
demic.6 By late summer and early autumn 
2009, outbreaks were reported on US 
university campuses.7–9

In the spring of 2009, the University 
of Toronto began planning to mitigate the 
impact of a possible H1N1 outbreak at 
the university. One aspect of this planning 
was containing the risk of infection spread 
from the lecture hall to the student resi-
dences. As it was expected that individuals 
suffering from influenza-like symptoms 
might be told by Ontario Public Health 
or by their physicians not to visit a phy-
sician’s office, the university determined 
that it would not be practicable to require 
a medical certificate for absences due to 
suspected H1N1. In lieu of a medical 
certificate or doctor’s note, all 77,826 stu-
dents were directed to make a declaration 
of illness through the student registrarial 
system with the understanding that they 
remained responsible for missed work and 
that false declarations constituted aca-
demic misconduct. As has been previously 
reported,10 the rate of absence declarations 
for students during the pandemic followed 
trends in the province. That is, the peak 
number of student declarations of absence 
occurred at the same time as the peak 
in medical consultations and laboratory 
confirmed cases in the general popula-
tion, suggesting that students were using 
this measure responsibly. It was concluded 
that this was an effective approach to lim-
iting the spread of infection by reducing 
the imperative to attend classes or seek 
medical confirmation of absence.

A second aspect of planning for H1N1 
focused on ensuring that students would 
have the opportunity to complete courses. 
This experience led to the development 
of a formal policy and procedures for aca-
demic continuity at the university which 
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now includes three components: designing 
for resilience; planning processes when 
risk is perceived; and ongoing implemen-
tation. This new approach was designed 
to address the impact of a prolonged dis-
ruption of academic programmes caused 
by any set of factors including indus-
trial action. In 2015, a four-week strike 
of a union representing 6,000 teaching 
assistants, course instructors and lab dem-
onstrators tested the implementation 
mechanisms. The process ensured that all 
4,500 courses could be completed without 
extending the term, allowing all eligible 
students to graduate as planned.

This paper presents a model for aca-
demic continuity planning at a large urban 
university, spanning three campuses, 17 
faculties and seven undergraduate colleges. 
While the model has been tested in the 
event of a pandemic and a labour dispute 
only and may not serve in the event of a 
catastrophic disruption, it nonetheless can 
serve as a model for others.

CRISIS AND EMERGENCY PLANNING 
IN HIGHER EDUCATION
Crisis and emergency planning is increas-
ingly becoming an expected feature of 
all institutions. (This paper will use the 
term ‘emergency’ to refer to an event 
that is of relatively short duration and 
‘crisis’ to refer to an event that is likely 
to have an operational impact over a pro-
longed period.) In this vein, in 2005, the 
University of Toronto adopted a policy on 
crisis preparedness and response focused 
on ‘protecting its community, facilities, 
and property from the effects of sponta-
neous, unpredictable crisis situations by 
establishing specific guidelines, proce-
dures, and resources for coping with local 
critical incidents, community emergen-
cies, and large-scale disasters’. Specifically, 
this policy established the university’s 
commitment to ‘limiting or containing 

the extent of damage incurred during 
a crisis, including making provisions for 
the safety and protection of faculty, staff 
and students and university facilities.’ In 
addition, the policy addresses the need for 
‘recovery and restoration of academic and 
research operations’.11

Within a post-secondary institution, 
crisis planning should include three com-
ponents: (1) procedures for addressing the 
immediate situation, generally referred to 
as emergency planning; (2) procedures for 
ensuring ongoing business and admin-
istrative operations, generally referred 
to as business continuity management 
(BCM); and (3) procedures for ensuring 
the academic integrity of all academic pro-
grammes, which this paper will refer to as 
academic continuity planning.

Emergency planning in universities 
has generally focused on threats and acts 
of violence. Models for planning in this 
sphere include safety and security audits; 
reviews and revision of policies and prac-
tices related to operations and security 
monitoring; development of specialised 
teams addressing violence; and implemen-
tation of notification systems.12 Recent 
surveys of colleges and universities in the 
USA suggest that approximately 80 per 
cent now have some sort of threat assess-
ment team,13 more than 90 per cent have 
emergency response plans in place, and 
many have lockdown plans.14 This aspect 
of emergency planning is beyond the 
scope of the present paper and has been 
addressed elsewhere.15

The roots of BCM lie in information 
technology. More recently, the approach 
has broadened considerably, as demon-
strated by the definition provided by the 
International Standards Organization 
(ISO):

‘Business Continuity Management is a 
holistic management process that iden-
tifies potential impacts that threaten an 
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organisation and provides a framework 
for building resilience and the capability 
for an effective response that safeguards 
the interests of its key stakeholders, 
reputation, brand and value creating 
activities’.16

Public Safety Canada, for instance, states 
that:

‘Continuous Service Delivery Assurance 
(CSDA) is a commitment to continuous 
delivery of critical services that avoids 
immediate severe disruption to an 
organisation. A business continuity plan 
includes plans, measures and arrange-
ments to ensure the continuous delivery 
of critical services and products’.17

A sustained loss of business continuity may 
result in financial losses (including loss of 
market share), reputational damage and or 
legal action.18 As such, business continuity 
requires the ongoing commitment of the 
entire organisation, led by a top-level 
manager who signals the importance of 
this aspect of organis ational design and 
function.19

More recently, Elliott and colleagues 
have defined a crisis management 
approach to BCM that incorporates social 
and technological characteristics of busi-
ness interruptions, including the impact 
on a wide range of stakeholders, and that 
acknowledges that resilience can be built 
through processes and changes to oper-
ating norms and procedures.20 Such an 
approach involves engaging a multi-disci-
plinary team, developing new structures, 
an open system view, and an emphasis 
on prevention. It further draws on crisis 
theory envisioning three phases: pre-crisis 
planning, trans-crisis management and 
post-crisis recovery. While couched in 
corporate language, the model provides an 
excellent basis for the present discussion of 
academic continuity planning — arguably 

the most central aspect of the operations of 
an institution of higher education.

ACADEMIC CONTINUITY: DESIGNING 
FOR RESILIENCE
As in other sectors, the focus of conti-
nuity planning in institutions of higher 
learning has traditionally equated business 
continuity with technology systems.21,22 
This is clearly an important aspect of plan-
ning given the centrality of technology to 
all administrative, research and teaching 
activities, yet it obviously does not encom-
pass all aspects of a university’s operations. 
Mann introduced the concept of campus 
continuity planning, which included 
key information systems, communica-
tions channels and programme offerings.23 
However, the focus of his useful con-
tribution is on developing consortia of 
institutions to address issues collaboratively 
and no specific discussion focused on aca-
demic challenges.

Use of the term ‘academic continuity’ 
as a component of institution planning 
is relatively new in higher education, 
although the concept has a long tradi-
tion. Schweber chronicles a history of 
academic continuity planning beginning 
with the establishments of the Centre 
national d’enseignement à distance by the 
French government in 1939. Within three 
months, correspondence courses were 
developed as an alternative to classroom-
based courses disrupted by evacuations 
due to the Second World War.24,25 More 
recent examples include a move to using 
Sloan Semester online courses by Xavier 
University following Hurricane Katrina; 
Tulane University’s decision to allow stu-
dents to attend any university and then 
accept earned credits towards a Tulane 
degree, also following Hurricane Katrina; 
the creation of a ‘virtual residency’ involving 
multimedia approaches by Empire State 
College in response to the 2006 war in 
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Lebanon;26 and the use of online assess-
ment by Canterbury University to replace 
invigilated assessment following earth-
quakes in New Zealand.27

The use of technology-enhanced edu-
cation and specifically online teaching in 
the event of crisis or disaster affecting cam-
puses has received increasing focus.28,29 As 
time goes on, this becomes an increasingly 
viable option for managing disruption. 
According to a US report, over 6.7 million 
US students were taking at least one 
online course in the autumn of 2012 
and 32 per cent of all higher educa-
tion students reported taking at least one 
course online.30 In addition, universities 
are increasingly looking to massive open 
online courses as an adjunct to higher 
education. Technology is also a central 
component for the purposes of communi-
cating emergency information.31–33

However, online approaches are only 
one aspect of academic continuity planning. 
In 2010, the Academic Continuity Task 
Force established by Indiana University 
issued a document entitled ‘Unit Guide 
to Academic Continuity Planning’.34 Key 
principles in the guide include: clear com-
munication with students; flexibility and a 
willingness to accommodate students; and 
the need to preserve academic integrity and 
accreditation requirements. Other consid-
erations included in the Indiana University 
guide relate to tenure and promotion 
policies, research facilities and grant man-
agement and student financial aid. UMass 
Amherst issued a similar guide in 2014.35 
Nevertheless, academic continuity remains 
a neglected area of planning in most uni-
versity settings. To illustrate, Meyer and 
Wilson conducted a survey on the role of 
online learning in the emergency plans of 
flagship institutions in the USA during the 
H1N1 crisis. They concluded that while 
all 50 institutions surveyed had identical 
instructions on how to handle the flu, 
only 16 provided suggestions to faculty 

members on using technology to assist 
with alternative course delivery, and only 
one mentioned online learning. In all, 
two-thirds of institutions did not report 
any academic continuity planning.36

ESTABLISHING A PROCESS FOR 
ACADEMIC CONTINUITY PLANNING 
AT THE UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO

Planning when risk is perceived
As noted previously, a new structured 
process for academic continuity planning 
began at the University of Toronto in the 
summer of 2009, in anticipation of H1N1. 
In August 2009, a memo was issued that 
indicated ‘the university strongly urges all 
instructors to begin planning immediately 
for potential situations in which students, 
instructors, and teaching assistants miss a 
number of classes/labs/community place-
ments or are unable to complete/mark 
assignments due to illness’.37 Accompanying 
the memo was a document prepared by the 
University’s Centre for Teaching Support 
and Innovation (CTSI) entitled ‘Academic 
Planning for H1N1: Strategies for 
Instructors at the University of Toronto’.38 
The document clearly stated:

‘The Centre for Teaching Support & 
Innovation (CTSI), in consultation 
with colleagues from across the uni-
versity, will work to assist instructors in 
the creation of contingency plans. We 
have developed a range of strategies that 
faculty may use in preparation for and/
or during any disruption on our cam-
puses. CTSI will continue to update 
these resources over the coming weeks 
and we encourage faculty to visit the 
university’s preparedness website regu-
larly for new information’.

The document included sections on pre-
course planning, managing the first class, 
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providing information during the course, 
and teaching strategies.

Pre-course planning strategies included 
preparing syllabi that included expecta-
tions regarding absences, assignment 
submissions and communication strate-
gies for students unable to attend class. All 
instructors were encouraged to include 
multiple points of evaluation in their 
syllabi to allow for the possibility of drop-
ping or re-weighting of assignments if 
so required. First class strategies included 
communicating course expectations and 
how these may change in light of health 
concerns and asking students to iden-
tify one or two peer contacts for mutual 
assistance and information sharing in the 
event of absences. Instructors were also 
reminded about the capabilities of the uni-
versity learning management system and 
other electronic resources at the univer-
sity. This document became the basis for 
ongoing strategies on academic continuity 
planning.

A programme continuity group, chaired 
by the Vice-Provost Academic Programs 
was established consisting of the vice-deans 
academic from each academic division and 
key staff members. The committee began 
meeting well in advance of the start of the 
academic year. Agendas included health 
information from Dr Michael Gardam, 
Director of Infectious Disease Prevention 
and Control for the Ontario Agency for 
Health Protection and Promotion, plan-
ning and instructions for the use of the 
online student declaration of absence 
system, and information to be shared with 
instructors. The declaration of absence 
system was rolled out to all students on 
the first day of classes in September 2009.

Long-term planning for academic 
continuity
In the end, H1N1 did not emerge as 
major threat to academic continuity at 
the University of Toronto. Incidence of 

illness was lower than expected and all 
activities were able to proceed without 
major disruption. Planning for H1N1, 
however, provided an opportunity to con-
sider longer-term strategies for academic 
continuity in the event of any form of 
disruption in order to ensure that poli-
cies, procedures and resources were in 
place to manage threats to academic con-
tinuity. Thus, in January 2012, following 
a prolonged period of consultation, the 
University instituted its policy of academic 
continuity.

Principles identified in the policy 
include:

• primacy of the educational mission — 
undertaking that the university will 
provide students with a reasonable 
opportunity to continue learning and 
complete academic requirements;

• the importance of the integrity of aca-
demic programmes in the event that 
it may be necessary to change pro-
grammes or courses during a declared 
disruption;

• fairness to students — and a recognition 
that students have the freedom of choice 
not to attend classes during a declared 
disruption, but they remain responsible 
for course work and requirements;

• timely information — including altered 
course requirements, rescheduled activ-
ities and procedures that take effect at 
the end of an officially declared disrup-
tion to academic continuity.

The policy clearly outlines the responsi-
bilities of the university for coordinating 
activity and providing information; aca-
demic administrators for overseeing 
changes and assuming responsibility for 
courses where an instructor is unavail-
able; instructors for preparing syllabi in a 
manner that supports continuity, revising 
course procedures and requirements, and 
making reasonable accommodations for 
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students who are unable to attend classes 
or complete academic requirements; and 
students for keeping informed and com-
pleting all academic requirements.

AN EXAMPLE OF ACADEMIC 
CONTINUITY IMPLEMENTATION
In 2014–15 academic year the univer-
sity experienced significant industrial 
action that despite best efforts culminated 
in a strike of its teaching assistants. In 
accordance with our policy on academic 
continuity, several months previously the 
University had initiated the process to 
ensure that all students would have the 
ability to complete each and every course 
during the term.

Preparing for resiliency
As with the H1N1 response, a programme 
continuity group, chaired by the Vice-
Provost Academic Programs, was struck 
to ensure clear lines of communication 
and issues management for academic 
divisions. This committee played a crit-
ical role in ensuring there was a good 
understanding of the various policies that 
outline the choices available to instruc-
tors to ensure the resilience of courses 
and student success. The key purpose of 
the committee was to build resilience in 
the programmes by educating colleagues 
on good practices with respect to course 
management, grading information and 
awareness of relevant policies. Such poli-
cies include the following:

• The University policy on grading 
practices sets out the processes and 
procedures by which faculty members 
can effect changes in the evaluation 
methods or their relative weights once 
a course has commenced. This can be 
accomplished by a simple majority vote 
of the students enrolled in the course in 
class or through an electronic vote.

• The policy on academic continuity sets 
out a framework in the light of a threat 
of disruption and the management of 
disruption (be it at university, campus, 
divisional or even course level) and 
emphasised preparedness. The policy 
identifies the relevant responsible aca-
demic at the divisional level and sets 
out the responsibilities of the Provost in 
the course of a disruption. In particular, 
the declaration of an academic disrup-
tion by the Provost under this policy 
provides academic divisions with the 
authority to enable instructors to adapt/
revise their courses and programmes 
in ways that continue to address the 
learning objectives and, in consultation 
with the students and the department 
Chair, to make any necessary modi-
fications that will enable students to 
complete the course.

With respect to good practices, the univer-
sity learning centres provided faculty with 
detailed advice for teaching faculty on 
how to best use the university’s learning 
management system (LMS) to maintain 
class data, student contacts, syllabus and 
so forth. In addition to this information 
the continuity committee disseminated 
a simple six-point advice sheet to all 
teaching staff:

• collect and maintain a record of all 
grades;

• post critical course material on the 
course site;

• develop communication strategies (ie 
LMS or listserv) and ensure students 
are clear on the communication tool or 
platform to be used.

• plan for alternative means for assign-
ment submission (consider on-line 
tools, clarify acceptable formats etc);

• understand the methods and policies 
governing the modification of evalua-
tion methods; and
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• consider online learning activities as 
both a supplement and a substitute for 
other learning activities.

The goal at this stage was to encourage all 
instructors to engage in robust practices 
that ensure the smooth management of 
courses and protect them from any even-
tuality, from the loss of an instructor to 
unforeseen changes in the location of the 
class, while always respecting the under-
lying principles of academic freedom, 
a foundational aspect of institutions of 
higher learning. Part of this preparation 
simply involved reminding teaching staff 
of their responsibilities with respect to 
the management of their courses while 
acknowledging their freedom to deter-
mine the structure and content their 
courses, and directing them to the relevant 
policies.

It became clear from the onset that 
both the development of resiliency and 
the management of disruption had to be 
managed at the local level. To be most 
effective, course instructors needed to be 
engaged in the preparatory work and to 
adapt their courses to ensure students were 
able to complete the requirements and 
achieve the learning outcomes in the event 
of a disruption. It also became clear that in 
a highly devolved institution the impact of 
a disruption is likely to vary widely. In the 
case of the H1N1 pandemic alert, it was 
the health science professional programmes 
that were most directly affected. In the case 
of the TA strike these were the divisions 
least impacted by a potential strike. Not 
only are their teaching and staffing models 
atypical due to the high level of pro-
fessional involvement in the programme 
and off-site practicum elements, but 
accreditation requirements ensure there is 
more consistency and visibility in course 
requirements. Notwithstanding the ben-
efits to resilience that were evident in the 
tightly organised professional programmes, 

intense communication with deans’ offices 
and programme leads was required across 
the university to support the identifica-
tion of potential challenges and foster the 
adoption of best practices in assessment 
and communication with students and 
instructors.

Managing ongoing academic 
continuity
As the negotiations between the University 
and the union failed to progress and a 
labour disruption grew more likely, the 
membership of the continuity committee 
increased. It became the key vehicle for 
issues management ranging from academic 
matters concerning grading practices and 
course requirements to IT, classroom secu-
rity and picket line information. The 
function of this committee further evolved 
to manage communications with students, 
to ensure consistent messaging across divi-
sions, and to surface local challenges that 
required coordinated management across 
programmes and campuses.

As the likelihood of a labour disruption 
increased, more focus was placed upon 
the policy on grading practices as this 
policy provided the means for instructors 
to engage with their students and arrive 
at a consensus to amend the course assess-
ments in ways that still allowed the course 
learning objectives to be achieved. This 
was accomplished by individual faculty 
members in a variety ways, such as reor-
ganising labs, written assessments in lieu 
of in-class work, the cancelling of exams, 
changing the weight of assignments, 
removing assignments from the marking 
scheme, or including in the calculation of 
the final grades only those elements com-
pleted by all students.

As anticipated, the impact of the strike, 
when it occurred, was felt in a highly dif-
ferentiated manner across the University. 
Unlike a different type of disruption 
where a large portion of staff and students 
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may be absent from campus, during the 
labour dispute all members of the uni-
versity community were in fact present. 
However the highly political nature of 
the strike meant that there was little 
unity of response, resulting in challenges 
in the management of continuity. Large 
undergraduate programmes that relied on 
teams of teaching assistants were the major 
concern for continuity; as were small sole 
instructor courses taught by striking union 
members. In general the sciences, where 
high numbers of teaching assistants elected 
to continue to work, were less disrupted 
than the humanities and in many instances 
learning activities and evaluation were 
modified to accommodate reductions in 
labs. Students completing final courses 
prior to graduation were the major pri-
ority for the continuity committee whose 
numbers swelled in the final weeks of the 
strike to accommodate registrars. Other 
priority areas included the exam centres, 
particularly the invigilation (proctoring) 
of exams involving accommodations for 
students, as teaching assistants are heavily 
relied upon to deliver this service to 
students.

The management of communications 
was a key priority during the build up 
to and over the course of the strike. 
A small team prioritised the issues that 
arose from the divisions each day, and 
FAQs were updated and posted on the 
university website on a daily basis. This 
site was the principle means of commu-
nication with the university community 
and over the course of the strike received 
tens of thousands of hits per day. The 
FAQs were widely used by all members 
of the University community and directly 
quoted by media on multiple occasions.

With the final resolution of the strike 
with one week of term to spare, returning 
instructors had available to them multiple 
tools with which to decide how best to 
ensure continuity for the students. Many 

instructors elected to make changes to 
the assessment requirements and weight-
ings with the approval of the majority of 
students in the course as required by the 
University’s grading policy. Where this was 
not possible simply due to the short time 
frame available, instructors had the option 
to request their dean submit to the Provost 
that an academic disruption be declared 
under the academic continuity policy. In 
the end 40 courses required such approval 
thereby ensuring that enrolled students 
could complete the term. Affected students 
were accommodated by late withdrawals 
and higher than normal credit/non-credit 
options. All 4,500 courses continued, all 
students had the opportunity to complete 
courses, and all final year students plan-
ning to convocate did so as originally 
scheduled. Further, application rates and 
acceptance rates for both undergraduate 
and graduate programmes increased over 
the next year, even though other universi-
ties in Ontario saw declining enrolments.

A MODEL FOR ACADEMIC 
CONTINUITY
The evolving experience of academic 
continuity planning and management at 
the University of Toronto can be sum-
marised in the model depicted in Figure 
1. This model involves four phases: pre-
planning for continuity, mobilising when 
a possible threat to continuity is perceived, 
managing academic continuity during a 
crisis, and post-crisis review. It is critical 
that all planning respect the Academic 
Freedom of individual faculty instructors.

CONCLUSION
We have argued that our approach to 
academic continuity has been successful 
to date as it engages the whole univer-
sity community in the process. We have 
extended the idea of continuity far beyond 
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the development of on-line alternative 
modes of delivery to include practices 
that support resilience in programming, 
ensure coordination and consistency across 
the institution, and recognise the crit-
ical important of communication. At the 
same time this model provides chairs and 
instructors with tools and supports to 
enable local decision making to ensure 
continuity while meeting academic goals 
and preserving academic freedom.

Our approach to academic continuity 
has been tested in two quite different 
contexts: a pandemic and a labour dispute. 
Despite material differences in the issues 
facing the institution to ensure continuity 
in both these cases, the policy framework 
developed by the University allowed the 
institution to navigate the multiple chal-
lenges in a way that made it possible for all 
students to complete the term. And while 
there is no doubt that the coordination 
and management of academic continuity 
is complex and must be undertaken in a 
context that acknowledges the principles 

and ensuing responsibilities of Academic 
Freedom, we have found that it is possible 
to create a framework that allows for insti-
tutional resilience. Thus, after testing the 
policy on academic continuity in two very 
different types of continuity challenges, we 
suggest that the policy has succeeded in its 
intent by providing a roadmap that out-
lined the roles and responsibilities of the 
whole community. In both cases it enabled 
the central administration to provide a 
coordinating function that ensured con-
sistency in the context of local decision 
making.
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