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Why This Report Matters

At the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, higher educational 
institutions implemented many 
changes, and made many more 
predictions.1 Educational institutions 
at every level were forced to quickly 
adapt to remote learning models
 and embrace new technologies and, 
as the pandemic raged on, these 
institutions embraced a ‘new normal’ 
— one that will have a lasting impact 
on the way students and teachers 
engage with each other, with the 
curriculum, and adapt to 
future changes.

Ready Education, in partnership with 
internationally recognized futurist and 
researcher Bryan Alexander, 
conducted a survey of 175 leading 
educators including NASPA members 
in a variety of roles across the country 
to explore their thoughts on the 
impact of COVID-19 on students, 
schools, and the future of education.

The results were eye-opening. In just 
12 months, the pandemic le� a 
lasting, likely irrevocable, impact on 
the fabric of higher education. The 
data illustrates new trends in higher 
education and how the sector has 
transformed beyond a post-COVID 
environment. 
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https://www.chronicle.com/article/what-higher-ed-has-learned-from-covid-19-so-far


Key Survey Findings
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Students played an active 
role in community building

Student-to-staff access 
improved

Student engagement among 
the leading concerns for 
educators

Students’ mental well-being 
declined due to isolation and 
lack of on-campus resources

Remote services continued 
to increase and improve

Higher education 
institutions revealed they 
need more methods to 
access disadvantaged and 
at-risk students

These findings revealed best practices 
for safely re-opening

Develop initiatives and have tools ready to safely re-open by early summer

Understand the nuances of the COVID response and develop workflows

Have a cross-functional COVID Task Force to ensure effective coordination

Create tools that allow students and staff to engage in a virtual/hybrid environment 
for students who prefer to remain online once schools reopen



How did your team’s budget change in 2020?

The New Normal and Education
While COVID-19 hit different regions of the United States at various paces in early 2020, many 

consider March of 2021 to be the one-year anniversary of the pandemic’s encroachment into 

everyday lives. The profound loss and learnings of that year have reshaped nearly every 

industry, higher education being among the top sectors most impacted by COVID-19. The 

financial impact, which educators expect to exceed $120 billion, has forced higher education 

institutions to take radical steps to keep staff, faculty, and the student body safe. Online 

learning reigned the higher education environment, with many institutions investing in 

additional remote resources and technologies.

Calls for sweeping and fundamental change in higher education are nothing new. But now, the 

realities of post-pandemic higher education have turned those motivations into imperatives.2
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Budget 
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Budget remained 
roughly the same

Budget 
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Other
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https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/learning-innovation/learning-covid-19


The Macrodynamics of a 
Year Off-Campus
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The survey also provides some context to the survey results by analyzing the pandemic’s 

economic and behavioral impact on higher education.

The macrodynamics revealed a fairly limited spectrum of impacts. Higher education institutions 

were largely categorized into two groups – those who went with a fully online, remote learning 

experience and those who tried to resume face-to-face activity or adopt a hybrid approach.

 When asked if they preferred in-person, hybrid, or all-remote instructional formats, 

students reported a preference for hybrid models (46%). 42% of students chose in-class 

only instruction, and just 12% reported they preferred online only instruction.3

Figure 2 Nearly 60% of respondents have staff, faculty, and students working 
remotely, while 35% had a part-time in-person or completely in-person presence.

To what degree are your support/administrative 
staff working remote vs. in-person?

The majority 
are working remotely 

Most are evenly splitting 
time between remote 

and in-person work  

Most are 
working in-person

Other

0%        10%        20%        30%        40%        50%        60%        70%        80%        90%        100%
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As a result of the pandemic, the majority of 

survey respondents also committed to fully 

remote learning. But universities have become 

much more than vehicles for education and 

research as student services have soared over 

recent decades. That meant that several 

resources had to migrate online, too. This led 

to several interesting innovations and 

compromises, including online mental health 

services, virtual reproductions of events and 

clubs, and supplemental learning resources 

such as tutoring and study groups.

What impact did the following have on your
efforts to engage and support students during 
the COVID-19 pandemic?

Online 
counselling 
or mental 
health

Telemedical 
visits with 
physicians or 
nurses

Wellness 
programming 
(yoga, 
exercise, etc)

Supplemental 
academic 
online 
programming

Student 
engagement 
online 
programming

New or 
increased 
financial aid

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Major Impact Minor Impact No Impact Not applicable



Mental well-being and health were huge priorities for higher education institutions as they 

continued to adapt to new ways of learning throughout the year. Students faced considerable 

strife, mentally and economically. Institutions launched campaigns to encourage healthy 

behaviors, such as Wellness Walks, and warned against engaging in risky coping methods, such as 

excessive drinking. A recent study from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill4 found that 

a group of first-year students reported significantly higher levels of depression and anxiety in the 

wake of COVID-19 than they did before the pandemic hit. The students themselves played an 

important role in mental health, too. Students did not receive the attention they deserved in 

creating their own support hubs and peer-to-peer programs throughout the year, yet remained 

integral in circulating safe COVID-19 guidelines, holding their peers accountable to wear masks 

and respect social distancing.

While all this was happening on and off-campus, statewide and national response continued to 

plague the country and leave institutions in limbo mode. The varying procedures by states, 

counties, cities, and jurisdictions across the United States made it difficult to create a cohesive 

approach to prevention and containment, especially in densely populated settings like campuses. 

Contact tracing became an important component for institutions to use, in addition to typical 

masking and social distancing practices. 
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https://uncnews.unc.edu/2021/03/03/depression-and-anxiety-among-first-year-college-students-worsen-during-pandemic/
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Tiffin University: How One Ohio 
University is Fighting COVID-19 
Transmission on Campus.

Keeping students safe in the COVID-19 pandemic was a 
challenge Tiffin University approached seriously. They 
launched a COVID-19 task force that brought in best 
practices for social distancing, including hybrid 
education, social distancing signage, and even 
contactless move-in to their residences. But what
 helped their Associate Dean of Students and Director 
of Campus Safety “sleep better” was launching a 
pre-screening and contact tracing program. The 
result? Not a single transmitted case on campus. 

Read the full case study

Jacob Simon, 
Associate Dean of Students, Tiffin University

“It weighed on me how we 
were going to do contact 
tracing, and once we got the 
app where we wanted it to be, 
it made my life a lot easier. 
I’ve been able to sleep better.”

https://www.readyeducation.com/how-one-ohio-university-fighting-campus-covid-19-transmission?utm_campaign=Q1.21%20-%20RPT%20-%20COVID-19%20%26%20Higher%20Education&utm_source=One-Year-of-COVID-Report&utm_medium=PDF&utm_content=Case-Study-Sidebar
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Figure 5 73% of respondents used contact tracing to 
reduce the spread of COVID-19

Which of the following did you use on campus to 
reduce the spread of COVID-19?

Other policies at the state and federal level 

allowed universities to tap into new funding 

sources and bridge the divide of dormant revenue 

generators. Over half of survey respondents 

expressed the view that new funding, grants, and 

other government aid had a major impact on their 

universities’ financial viability. 

Money provided to higher 

education in three rounds of 

coronavirus stimulus relief.6 

$77B

Regular  Covid-19 testing for 
students and/or staff

On-demand COVID-19 testing 
for students and/or staff

An app or software
symptom tracking

Work-at-home 
programs for staff

Quarantining measures 
for students living on campus

Mandatory mask usage 
inside campus buildings

Other
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Contact tracking or tracing, 
facilitated by dedicated staff

A contact tracking or tracing 
mobile app

Physical distancing measures 
and signage on-campus

Increasing airflow to improve the # of 
air changes per hour inside buildings

https://www.chronicle.com/article/what-higher-education-has-endured-for-the-past-year
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Figure 7 Educators relied on a wide range of 
technology, with video conferencing leading 
the pack at 92%

What impact did the following have on your 
institution’s ability to address financial challenges?

This data indicates that the 
nation’s disconnected COVID-19 
strategies will impact 
international enrollment as well – 
both in international students 
that come to the U.S. to study, 
and American students 
participating in study abroad 
programs and research.
This will cause the enrollment 
focus to shi� as schools have 
now become focused on 
supporting students at home. 
Relying on various technology 
resources, institutions leaned 
heavily on video conferencing 
and learning management 
systems (LMS) to deliver content 
and resources to students.

The drop in the number of 
undergraduates enrolled in the 
fall of 2020, a 3.6-percent 
decrease from a year earlier.7 

560K
ABOUT

Major Impact Minor Impact No Impact Not applicable

Took advantage of 
external support, such 
as governmentl grants 

or new philanthropy

Reducing 
faculty staffing

Reduced 
non-faculty staffing

Added resources to 
certain programs 
deemed mission 

critical and/or likely to 
enroll high numbers of 

students

No new financial 
pressures were 

introduced in 2020
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https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/blog/fall-2020-college-enrollment-declines-2-5-nearly-twice-the-rate-of-decline-of-fall-2019/


Understanding the Student Experience
While many of the tactics and practices 

institutions utilized above served the vast 

majority of students, the lack of campus 

accessibility had serious implications for 

homeless students. 

Annastacia Espinoza, a Golden West 

College student, became an advocate for 

homeless students during the pandemic. 

Espinoza was homeless prior to the 

pandemic and depended on campus 

amenities to shower, sleep, and charge her 

phone and laptop. Espinoza’s circumstances 

are not novel. According to the National 

Center for Homeless Education,8 “the 

number of enrolled students who have 

experienced homelessness at some point 

during the last three school years has 

increased to more than 1.5 million.” 

The pandemic has revealed some critical 

gaps in how institutions serve homeless 

students. Many institutions do not know the 

full breadth of their student homeless 

population since those students do not 

always reveal their circumstances due to the 

stigma surrounding the issue.

Many institutions did create opportunities 

for disadvantaged, low-income, and other 

susceptible groups. Popular tactics 

include laptop loaner programs, financial 

assistance, and hotspot access. 
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Espinoza is a vocal advocate, telling others 

about her circumstances – students and staff 

alike – to encourage other students to step 

forward. Her leadership led California 

Community Colleges to hire her as a mental 

health advocate for peer-to-peer outreach. A 

crucial tool to help her in this role was the 

Golden West College app, where she could 

post resources and actively reach out to 

students who need an online community to 

support them. The app also creates a safer, 

private environment where students feel 

more comfortable seeking out resources 

versus going in-person, on campus. 

Engaging with similarly positioned peers 

helped students thwart feelings of loneliness 

and isolation, issues that have been severely 

affecting both homeless and sheltered 

students alike. The survey revealed similar 

sentiments about the importance of online 

communities.

https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/theyre-invisible-number-homeless-students-reaches-new-high#:~:text=The%20number%20of%20students%20who,%25%20increase%20since%202015%2D16.&text=1st%20grade%20students%20identified%20as,percent%20reported%20for%20second%20graders.


What impact did the following approaches have on your 
institution’s ability to support access to online learning?

What is your biggest 
priority right now related 
to COVID-19?
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Figure 9 The pandemic impacted disadvantaged and low-income students harder than typical student groups.

As educators continue to explore ways 
to improve student engagement, it’s 
important to build a strong connection 
to the campus outside of a classroom.

“When a student feels 
heard and like they have 
support, academic 
success flies”

– Annastacia Espinoza

– Annastacia Espinoza

“One bad interaction 
with staff or faculty can 
discourage a student 
from reaching out again.”

Increasing student 
engagement

Other
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“Need more hotspots 
and loaner laptops 
for low income 
students to bridge 
the digital divide”

Major Impact Minor Impact No Impact Not applicable60%

40%

20%

0%

Setting up 
access spaces 
on or near the 
physical campus

Shipping 
hotspots or 
other tools for 
accessing the 
internet

Reducing file 
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limitations
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Student 
engagement online 
programming 
(comm. events, 
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Interventions & 
mental health support 

for students

Creating a community

Getting students back 
on campus

Improving student retention

Centralizing campus 
resources for remote 

student experience
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student experience

Tracking virtual 
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Successes and Failures
The survey data revealed several trends and insights into the long-term impact of COVID-19 on 

higher education. When asked about their opinions about the successes and failures of their 

initiatives, survey respondents shared many concerns. 

Survey respondents overwhelmingly felt that the importance of student engagement and the 

interactions of on-campus relations were under-appreciated. Respondents also reported a lack 

of innovation when it came to appropriately outfitting outdoor spaces for classwork. 
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ENGAGEMENT
DIGITAL DIVIDE ACCESSIBILITY

COMMUNITY LACK OF SUPPORT
POOR COMMUNICATION

Accessibility was also a concern. The pandemic shone a light on the “digital divide” or some 

students’ lack of access to appropriate tools and technology to engage in remote learning. In 

addition to a lack of proper device distribution, educational institutions weren’t able to provide 

reliable Wifi access to every student, and some students couldn’t access or weren’t accepted to 

programs without that connection. Additionally, survey respondents reported that accessibility 

technology like closed captioning wasn’t always available to students who needed it, which is 

essential to students who are deaf or hard-of-hearing and is even mandated by Title III of the 

Americans with Disabilities Act. 

Additionally, survey respondents consistently reported general failures in effective online 

communication during virtual coursework and a lack of community building to replace the lack 

of face-to-face interaction between students and teachers. 
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Golden West College Case Study: The Importance of 
an Online Campus Community in a Pandemic

With an increased need to keep students engaged, Golden West College (GWC) 
looked to implement and optimize a mobile-first student engagement approach to 
enhance well-being among socially-distanced students, provide a channel for rapid 
communication about COVID-19, and provide a community to help students thrive. 

The result? 

Read the full case study

“During these times, connections are vital. The app 
gave me the opportunity to be there for my students, 
as a student leader, and a mental health and social 
justice activist.”

5X

Despite these perspectives on shortfalls, 

nearly 90% of survey respondents felt their 

institution successfully adapted to COVID-19. 

Inside Higher Ed also predicts that the 

strengths and weaknesses of distance delivery 

models revealed by the pandemic, more 

universities will permanently enter the online 

education space, which may attract some 

students to pursue online options. 
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increase in student
-to-student messaging

101%
increase in public 
channel posts

82%
increased enagagement

How do you agree with the following 
statement: my institution successfully 
adapted to the COVID-19 Pandemic?

Figure 10 Industry-wide barriers aside, many 
respondents reported success in adapting to COVID-19

Strongly agree

Agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Strongly 
disagree

0%    10%    20%    30%    40%    50%    60%    70%

https://www.readyeducation.com/golden-west-college-the-importance-of-an-online-campus-community-in-a-pandemic?utm_campaign=Q1.21%20-%20RPT%20-%20COVID-19%20%26%20Higher%20Education&utm_source=One-Year-of-COVID-Report&utm_medium=PDF&utm_content=Case-Study-Sidebar
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/leadership-higher-education/10-observations-covid-19-and-higher-ed


Conclusion
There’s no doubt the COVID-19 pandemic le�, and will continue to leave, a huge impact on 

students and educational institutions of every level across the world. The mental health impact of 

the pandemic cannot be overestimated. Students are struggling with isolation, stress, and the 

implications of a post-COVID world. 
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53%
of higher education presidents 
listed student mental health 
among their top 5 concerns11

42%
pointed to faculty and staff 
mental health as being among 
their  biggest worries.11

While the negative effects of lost in-classroom time, social interaction, and community building 

will leave a lasting impact, the shi� to mostly-remote learning also forced educational institutions 

to embrace digital transformation quickly, explore ways to better serve diverse student bodies, 

and create strategies for change management amid crisis.

The key takeaways institutions need to consider as part of their COVID-19 strategy include the 

need for greater student engagement, not just as a means to retain students and increase 

enrollment, but to encourage healthier environments for students. The survey revealed that 

community hubs and resources played an important role in cultivating these environments. 

From an operations perspective, administrators agreed that accessibility limitations and the 

reduced capacity to serve a diverse student body were among the top roadblocks in creating a 

successful remote or hybrid learning environment.

Moving forward, higher education institutions will likely continue to introduce additional 

remote technology tools as the potential of new COVID-19 strains could place universities 

and other industries back in lockdown. Higher education also has an opportunity to 

enhance its mental health and wellness services and create resources for at-risk and 

disadvantaged student bodies, who suffered disproportionately during the pandemic.
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Next Steps

Watch the webinar

The COVID-19 pandemic impacts higher education across every dimension and will 
continue to demand administrators’ agility as it curtails in 2021. Watch this webinar to 
explore the stories from the students living it and mental health experts trying to curb 
the mental health crisis.

Watch the One-Year of COVID Webinar

Watch the webinar

Hear how the team at Tiffin University adopted a solution that enabled them to bring 
students safely back to campus and, “made it so that [their Dean of Students] was able 
to sleep at night,” in this webinar. Or, if you’re ready to look at technology for safely 
re-opening your campus, explore Ready Contact Trace.

Safely Re-Open Your Campus

Read the report

Student retention is a challenge that has only grown in magnitude since the pandemic 
has moved the campus community from mostly in-person, to mostly online. Read the 
Student Retention Research Report, published in collaboration with Concordia 
University Wisconsin and Eastern Michigan University, to learn how you can improve 
retention by as much as 4%.

Read the Retention Report
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