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For and With Each Other 
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time.  We had not faced a crisis like this in a century.  Our response was as 

impressive as any university in the nation.   

 

SLU’s COVID journey began in January of 2020.   
 

It was then that the university’s senior administrators began to monitor 

news of a coronavirus that had emerged in China.  Teams were formed to 

begin considering what the impact might be on us and how we should 

respond.  In February we had a brief conversation with our trustees about 

our concerns.  Our primary focus, however, was on the bullish enrollment 

and economic projections we shared as part of an optimistic three-year 

budget forcast.  And then came March.  In an instant our world was turned 

upside down.  

In March of 2020 several teams quickly came together to determine how to 

safely manage our evacuation from campus.  At the time, there were over 

4,000 residential students at home on spring break. We had to bring all of 

them back to move out.  That had to be done in a way that did not spread 

the deadly, novel virus to one another. And to the 200-plus students who 

would remain on campus.  

We succeeded because each of you pivoted and began to work 
differently.  
 
Some of you took on roles and duties never before imagined.  All of you 

ensured that the work of the institution continued in a manner that put us 

squarely among the most successful universities in managing this 

extraordinary health crisis. Thank you, particularly to our front-line workers 
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and clinicians, and other essential workers, including our DPS officers, our 

grounds and maintenance staff, and our custodians. 

 

During that spring of desolation our approach to education was affirmed.  

Beyond the cost in human health and economic activity, we began to see 

the social and psychological costs of COVID isolation.  These costs too are 
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We had long made this case to prospective students and the evidence was 

now clear. Our individual experiences of the distinctive SLU community of 

daily interactions and rituals had to be restored as quickly and as closely as 

possible.  We realized that we must do all that was necessary to reconvene 

in the fall of 2020, a time when many other universities decided that it was 

too risky to do so.  

 

Granted, we enrolled a smaller entering class that fall, and
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In August 2020, with Covid-19 cases on the rise and no vaccine in sight, 

we orchestrated a carefully planned return to primarily in-person classes — 

something less than 30 percent of academic institutions pursued. 
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I recently spoke with a former SLU administrator, now working for one of 

the most preeminent private universities in the country.  The administrator 

talked at length about how that university’s lack of clarity on their values 

leaves them rudderless when facing major decisions.   

 

Second, begin planning early and with a diversity of voices. 
Gather and listen to those you can count on to share an honest 

perspective, especially in times like this, when health and safety may be at 

risk.  In March 2020, we expanded membership of the University 

Leadership Council and increased meeting frequency, with some sub-

groups meeting daily.  

 

We created working groups to help us respond to the many facets of the 

crisis. Some advised us on what we should do. For example, one identified 

what critical public health measures must be in place if we were to return to 

campus in August 2020.  Another working group figured out how to 

operationalize the public health measures on our campus.  

 

Advisory working group members have represented the diversity of our 

campus community in the identities they have and the positions they hold. 

The pandemic was an opportunity for all of us to get more comfortable with 

having individuals from all levels of our organization in decision-making 

rooms. Each person at the table, including students, is equally valued.  

Everyone’s contributions are essential.  This is a Jesuit approach to how 

we should view, value, and work with others. 

 

Third, turn to the experts and allow them to lead 
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At SLU we are fortunate to have experts in many health areas germane to 

our current situation. They enthusiastically stepped up to help guide our 

path forward. We consulted with a broad group of these experts, and we 

drew heavily upon a small group that became our core team of authorities. 

It was important to empower them by frequently vocalizing support and 



!

! *!

Again, we followed our values. We led with empathy, trust, and autonomy, 

and we gave our faculty, staff and students agency. They had options from 

which to choose. While giving options meant more work, we felt that trying 

to force a one-size-fits-
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detail as possible, as soon as possible, with everyone with whom we were 

engaged, including parents and families.  

 

Without trust there is no true community. 

 

Sixth, listen to your community and understand what you must do, 
even if it is not necessary. 
I decided that we would not open our residence halls and apartments in 

August of 2020, unless we could do so safely. We knew it would be 

devastating to have to send the students back home again because we had 

allowed COVID-19-positive students to move in and promptly create a 

super-spreading outbreak. Members of our SLU community were anxious 

and some predicted a dire outcome.
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easy to follow the mask, social distancing, and small group gatherings only, 

safeguards when college is a place for building relationships, interacting 

with new people, attending large events, and socializing, often in sizeable 

groups in confined spaces. 

 

Our students modeled being men and women for and with others. SGA 

leaders served on numerous committees engaged in COVID management. 

Some students, like our RAs, became residence hall ambassadors for 

keeping the campus safe. Among the many other roles students played, 

they volunteered to be Public Health Ambassadors auditing spaces and 

noting where we lacked disinfectant or signage, or other adjustments 

necessary for a more COVID safe space. Students delivered meals across 

campus to their peers in isolation and quarantine housing — whether it was 

100 degrees or 10 degrees outside.  

 




