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COVID-19 is, first and foremost, a global humanitarian 
challenge. 
Thousands of health professionals are heroically battling the virus, putting 
their own lives at risk. Governments and industry are working together to 
understand and address the challenge, support victims and their families 
and communities, and search for treatments and a vaccine.

US higher-education institutions face uncertainty about 
reopening.
While recognizing the uncertainties inherent in discussing any timeline for 
returning to pre-outbreak normalcy, this document strives to lay out key 
considerations for reopening higher-education institutions.
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10 considerations for universities for reopening their campuses
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5

Scenarios for reopening

 A) Objectives and risks of 
reopening

 B) Sequence of opening core 
activities in different scenarios

 C) Restricting campus activity 
after reopening

 D) Case examples

Financial impact 
and mitigation

 A) Financial impact of each 
scenario

 B) Mitigating actions to close 
the gap
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University safeguards

 A) Classroom and faculty

 B) Research & student 
laboratories

 C) Residential occupancy

 D) Dining

 E) Student activities

 F) Offices

 G) Athletics

Communications

 A) Communicating in a crisis

 B) Engaging university 
stakeholders

8

3

Protection for vulnerable 
populations

 A) Health and safety

 B) Learning enablement 
and equity

 C) Financial challenges

 D) External factors

Governance and compliance

 A) Governance

 B) Adherence and change 
management

 C) Data tracking
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Testing, tracing, and other 
protections

 A) Testing

 B) Contact tracing

 C) Confirmed cases and 
quarantine policy

 D) Other campus-wide health 
and safety policies

Detailed operational planning

 A) Preparation required to reopen

 B) Resources required 
(supplies, personnel)
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Local conditions and health-
system capacity

 A) Relevant regulatory guidelines

 B) Infection status

 C) Social and economic context

 D) Key work enablers (e.g., K–12 
school systems, transit)

 E) Other local university 
responses

Maximizing mission in the 
next normal

 A) Learning

 B) Research

 C) Service

 D) Student life

 E) Alumni
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3: University leaders can proactively address the needs 
of  vulnerable populations across 4 dimensions and take 
appropriate actions to mitigate challenges exacerbated by COVID-19  

 Protection for vulnerable populations

 Risk of complications

 Mental health 
and substance use

 Physical safety 

 Access

 Support and remediation

 Employment

 Housing

 Nutrition

 Transportation limitations

 Travel restrictions 

 Childcare

 In this document, the definition of 
“vulnerable populations” includes 
individuals particularly vulnerable 
to both the direct and the indirect 
implications of COVID-19.

 As the challenges evolve with 
reopening, institutions can:

• Continue supporting 
stakeholders after they return 
to campus

• Proactively institute new 
policies and supports

• Provide to all affected 
stakeholders clear 
communication about options 

 External
 factors

 Financial
 challenges

 D  C

 Health 
and safety 

 Learning 
enablement 
and equity 

 B A
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3A: Health and safety challenges particularly impact 
those with high risk of complications, mental health concerns, 
and compromised physical safety

 Protection for vulnerable populations

 Health 
and safety

 Mental health and 
substance use 

 Risk of 
complications

 Create a single point of access for all mental health and substance-use 
resources, including emergency hotlines, access to services available 
through student health and additional “self-serve” resources (e.g., apps)

 Provide increased access to mental health services through 
telemedicine, integration of mental health screenings and services 
through primary care, partnerships with apps that offer mental health 
supports 

 Develop or refine a mental health and substance-use crisis- response 
plan that includes faculty and staff training to address emotional trauma

 Reduce the stigma associated with mental health and substance use 
through leadership modeling and dialogue

 Consistently measure student well-being and mental health 
(e.g., through quick pulse surveys)

 Allow flexibility for individuals to opt in to remote learning and work 
from home (WFH), with particular attention to critical roles without 
replacements (e.g., faculty and administrators age 65+)

 Create structural barriers between instructors and students if possible 
(e.g., Plexiglas barrier at front of classroom)

 Provide adequate PPE 

 Prioritize individuals for viral and/or antibody testing

 Enforce special events, hours, and/or facilities

 Provide health coverage for all uninsured students

 Example actions to mitigate challenges

 Individuals with existing mental 
health (e.g., anxiety, depression) 
and substance-use issues 

 Individuals who have COVID-19, 
have a close family member or 
friend with COVID-19, and/or have 
lost family or friends to COVID-19

 Economically vulnerable students 
whose housing or tuition may be at 
risk due to job loss 

 65 years or older

 With underlying medical conditions 
(e.g., asthma, hypertension, diabetes)

 Immunocompromised

 Pregnant

 Hospital workers

Students without health insurance 
(e.g., undocumented immigrants, 
low-income, parents laid off)

 Most vulnerable 
population(s)

  Eliminated or reduced in-person 
social support services and 
social opportunities due to 
physical distancing

 Difficulty maintaining interaction 
and sense of belonging with 
school community; loss of social 
support and engagement with 
others create feelings of 
isolation, loneliness, and 
potentially anxiety and 
depression 

 Certain individuals have 
increased risk of complications 
from the virus

 COVID-19-related 
challenges

 Source: Press releases from US and international universities/K–12 school systems; Tom Lakovic, Leah Pollack, and Jordan VanLare, MD, “Winning the (local) 
COVID-19 war,” April 6, 2020, McKinsey.com; National Center for Education Statistics; National Center for Learning Disabilities; Minority Rights Group
International; US Department of Commerce; PISA research; Brookings Institute; National Alliance on Mental Illness; World Bank; expert interviews
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3A (continued): Health and safety challenges 
particularly impact those with high risk of complications, 
mental health concerns, and compromised physical safety

 Protection for vulnerable populations

 Mandate diversity and inclusion and/or unconscious-bias 
training for students, staff, and faculty

 Have instructors check in with students as frequently as 
possible and report safety and welfare concerns to 
respective agencies

 Source: Press releases from US and international universities/K–12 school systems; “Winning the (local) COVID-19 war,” McKinsey.com; National Center for 
Education Statistics; National Center for Learning Disabilities; Minority Rights Group International; US Department of Commerce; PISA research; Brookings 
Institute; National Alliance on Mental Illness; World Bank; expert interviews

 Health 
and safety

 Physical safety

 Example actions to mitigate challenges
 Individuals of particular race/ethnicity 
(e.g., Asian)

 Students living in disadvantaged or 
high-crime neighborhoods

 Most vulnerable 
population(s)

  Increasing discrimination against certain 
racial/ethnic groups

 Exacerbation of existing racial/ethnic 
tensions and economic disparities

 Physical distancing/isolation and 
economic stress may trigger domestic 
abuse

 Economic stress may increase rate of 
crime

 COVID-19-related 
challenges
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3B: Learning enablement and equity can be addressed 
by taking action to mitigate access challenges and provide 
support and remediation when necessary

 Protection for vulnerable populations

Provide training to instructors to adapt to remote learning and master 
remote learning skills for vulnerable students (e.g., delivering 
special- needs instruction)

Record lessons/enable asynchronous instruction (e.g., on-demand 
classes), including subtitles and sign language where possible, 
to provide students with flexibility 

Check in with students to assess extent of learning loss and 
understanding of how students and families are dealing with COVID-19 
situation

Explore partnerships with nonprofits and tech organizations to leverage 
resources, sustain internet connectivity, and increase effectiveness

Off campus, prioritize when distributing loan equipment (e.g., phones, 
laptops, tablets) to enable participation in online courses

On campus, provide alternative space for students to access devices 
at safe distance (e g., computer lab with computers >6 feet apart)

Deploy tutors, teaching assistants, academic counselors, and virtual 
office hours remotely and advertise to at-risk students

Provide training on remote learning and goal-setting and offer 
performance incentives (e.g., badges, microcredentials) to struggling 
students

 Source: Press releases from US and international universities/K–12 school systems; “Winning the (local) COVID-19 war,” McKinsey.com; National Center for 
Education Statistics; National Center for Learning Disabilities; Minority Rights Group International; US Department of Commerce; PISA research; Brookings 
Institute; National Alliance on Mental Illness; World Bank; expert interviews

 Learning 
enablement 
and equity 

 Access

 Example actions to mitigate challenges
Students with disabilities that usually 
require in-person modifications 
and accommodations

Students with low EFC levels

Students in rural communities

English as a Second Language (ESL) 
or non-native speakers

Students with children

 Most vulnerable 
population(s)

Lack of educational support 
for students with special education 
or language needs during school 
closures

Limited access to technology, 
Wi-Fi, and adequate working 
space at home to continue with 
online learning during shutdown 

Rapid flow of COVID-19 
information may not be provided 
in appropriate languages 
or channels to meet needs 
of hard-to-reach populations

Shift in personal priorities 
in remote environment 
(e.g., meeting basic needs, caring 
for sick family members, assisting 
children with remote learning)

 COVID-19-related 
challenges

 Detail follows
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3B (continued): Students’ self-reported ability to succeed 
in a remote environment differs across income levels

 Protection for vulnerable populations

35

34

26

38

19

14

 53

 73

 Middle-income students      
 (n = 364)

 High-income students
 (n = 349)

 Lower-income students 
 (n = 386)  41

 Source: McKinsey COVID-19 Higher Education Enrollment Survey Wave I, conducted April 21–28, 2020

 Agree  Strongly agree

38

36

34

38

31

22  56

 77

 67

 Gap between lower- and 
high-income students  32pp  21pp

 I have/can afford to get all the 
necessary equipment for remote 
learning.  I have reliable internet access.

1. Question: "Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the following statements."
2. “Lower income” includes families with annual income <$50,000, "middle income" includes $50,000–$100,000, "high income" includes greater than $100,000.

 Readiness to access remote learning from home1 by income level2
 Percent respondents
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3B (continued): Learning enablement and equity can be
addressed by actions to mitigate access challenges and provide 
support and remediation when necessary

 Protection for vulnerable populations

Assess extent of learning loss and establish remediation plans 
for incoming freshmen and current students

Develop and execute remediation plan through collaboration with 
other systems to share best practices, modified curricula, and 
accelerated learning programs

Recruit new instructors to meet increased student needs; 
develop strong first-year coaching programs and consider 
incentives to recruit most capable instructors to serve vulnerable 
students 

Determine if and what policy changes are needed to ensure 
equity, and finalize them if so (e.g., minimum instructional days, 
grading, assessments, advancement)

School-parent partnership: Create and disseminate learning 
guides and training to families and offer coaching when needed; 
establish multilingual hotlines to help families support students at 
home

Provide robust mentorship (e.g., upperclassmen sharing 
experiences on transition to college) and virtual community-
building opportunities (e.g., virtual student centers, budget for 
virtual club events) for students at risk of not retaining

 Source: Press releases from US and international universities/K–12 school systems; “Winning the (local) COVID-19 war,” McKinsey.com; National Center for 
Education Statistics; National Center for Learning Disabilities; Minority Rights Group International; US Department of Commerce; PISA research; Brookings 
Institute; National Alliance on Mental Illness; World Bank; expert interviews

 Example actions to mitigate challenges
Students with majors with a 
heavy in-person component 
(e.g., in labs, studios)

Incoming freshmen

Students with parents/families 
unable to provide educational 
support

 Most vulnerable 
population(s)

Inability to effectively convert 
classes online to achieve 
desired learning outcomes

Reduced instructor capacity 
to provide differentiated 
support due to additional 
responsibilities of transition 
to remote environment and 
platform limitations

Limited capacity or ability of 
parents to support students 
and hold them accountable 
(e.g., lack of time, language 
barrier, lower education level 
of parents)

Loss of in-person community 
support and sense of 
belonging for students at risk 
of stopping/dropping out

 COVID-19-related 
challenges

 Learning 
enablement 
and equity 

 Support and 
remediation 



McKinsey & Company 10

3C: The economic downturn has resulted in financial 
challenges affecting employment, housing, and nutrition

 Protection for vulnerable populations

 Source: Press releases from US and international universities/K–12 school systems; “Winning the (local) COVID-19 war,” McKinsey.com; National Center for 
Education Statistics; National Center for Learning Disabilities; Minority Rights Group International; US Department of Commerce; PISA research; Brookings 
Institute; National Alliance on Mental Illness; World Bank; expert interviews

 Housing

 Financial 
challenges

 COVID-19-related 
challenges

All residence halls closed, forcing 
students to go home 

Ability to quarantine compromised 
by living arrangements (e.g., shelters, 
group homes) 

Increase in housing insecurity

Decrease in income due to spike in 
unemployment from businesses 
closing as a result of physical 
distancing and the economic 
downturn

 Destabilization of food safety net 
as a result of school closure

Rise in food insecurity due to loss 
of income from reduced hours 
and layoffs

 Employment

 Example actions to mitigate challenges

Allow students without housing to remain on campus as long as possible/come back 
to campus as early as possible

Help students, alumni, and laid-off staff with job placement through online campus 
recruitment service and expanding campus jobs in needed areas (e.g., contact tracing)

Create student emergency fund and launch campaign to support it 

Leverage alumni network to mentor 2020 grads and post jobs or temporary positions 
on career platform 

Explore community-based partnerships to provide upskilling or reskilling to local workers 
affected 

Provide health coverage for all students and furloughed/laid-off staff 

Offer financial assistance (e.g., one-time scholarships, zero-interest loans) and financial 
planning, postpone tuition payments, waive student fees when possible

Expand enrollment of graduate students

Maintain skeleton crew in dining halls for food-insecure students

Organize alternative methods for food distribution (e.g., repurpose closed schools 
as food distribution center, offer food credits/ vouchers, use buses for food delivery

Work closely with privileged families and local food banks to support families in hardship 

 Most vulnerable 
population(s)

 Homeless students

 Students without safe environments 
at home to for various reasons 
(e.g., violence, lack of emotional 
support)

Students who lost primary source of 
income (campus jobs, parents’ jobs)

Students without health insurance 
(e.g., undocumented immigrants, 
low-income, parents laid off)

Faculty or staff who were furloughed 
or laid off

Class of 2020 graduating into 
unemployment

Alumni who lost their jobs

Students with low EFC levels Nutrition
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3D: External factors such as transportation limitations, 
travel restrictions, and childcare support affect certain 
populations disproportionately 

 Protection for vulnerable populations

 Source: Press releases from US and international universities/K–12 school systems; “Winning the (local) COVID-19 war,” McKinsey.com; National Center for 
Education Statistics; National Center for Learning Disabilities; Minority Rights Group International; US Department of Commerce; PISA research; Brookings 
Institute; National Alliance on Mental Illness; World Bank; expert interviews

 External 
factors 

 Example actions to mitigate challenges
 Most vulnerable 
population(s)

 Childcare
 support 

Allow flexibility for reduced course load and/or preferred class scheduling 
for students with no childcare

Explore partnerships with childcare programs (e.g., Bright Horizons) to offer 
subsidized childcare

Offer support and virtual connectivity (e.g., launch online community 
for students’ parents)

Create opportunities for remote work/flexible schedules for faculty and staff 
with no childcare

Students, faculty, and staff 
with children

With closing of K–12 schools 
and daycare facilities, many 
students, faculty, and staff 
members are juggling the 
simultaneous demands of 
learning or working full time 
and at-home parenting

 Travel
 restrictions 

Proactively communicate with current and prospective international students 
who are overseas to gauge fears/concerns about coming to campus upon 
reopening; stay up to date on latest government-imposed international travel 
restrictions

Provide remote learning or flexible start dates (e.g., enrollment deferrals) 
for students who are unable to be in-person in FY21

Leverage campuses abroad to serve international students unable to enter US

Partner with international universities to widen course offerings and legally 
provide instruction to students in certain geographies

International students, staff, 
and faculty 

Closing of US campuses 
and global travel restrictions 
sent many students and some 
faculty and staff back to their 
homes overseas, with unclear 
return dates

 Transportation 
limitations

Arrange private transportation for students, staff and faculty to and from campus

Explore partnerships with local public transportation systems and/or ride-
sharing companies (e.g., Uber, Lyft) to provide safe, subsidized transportation 

Ensure health and safety of traditional campus transportation (e.g., buses) 
with frequent cleaning, physical distancing, etc. 

Commuter students, staff, 
and faculty

Individuals with limited 
mobility 

 Public transportation systems 
reduced frequency of routes

Ride-share options reduced 
with physical distancing 

 COVID-19-related 
challenges


