


Welcome, higher education friends. 

In the midst of COVID-19, we recognize this upcoming year presents new 
and unknown challenges for you and your students. Because we know you’re 
spending a lot of time navigating important decisions that impact public health, 
as well as student success and your institution’s wellbeing, we want to make 
communicating those decisions as easy as possible. Here’s what you can 
expect from this guide: 

Introduction

What it is

Practical ideas for campaigns you can send right away

 Insight from current students on what they wish you were telling them   
 and how

 A helpful resource for all departments, from admissions to alumni 

 Relevant examples from leading universities, regardless of your    
 university’s plan for the fall semester

What it isn’t 

 A sales pitch

 A reminder of how “unprecedented” these times are (Dare us to say it   
 again—We won’t!)

 Tech-heavy details that only your IT team will understand

 Overwhelming or stress-inducing “should-have”s and “must-do”s

We hope it will be a resource you can continue to refer back to as your 
communications plan evolves over the semester and beyond. 
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If there’s one thing we do know about the fall semester, it’s that your plans have 
changed several times, and they’ll probably continue to do so. Regardless of your 
university’s approach to the upcoming semester, establishing a reliable means of 
communication should be at the top of your priorities list. 

In-person
Even if you’re planning for students to return to campus this fall, it’s likely 
the experience will still be far from “normal.” You’ll need to prepare them 
for these differences, appropriately communicate new policies to faculty, 
and be able to release ongoing updates or changes as quickly 
as possible. 

 
Online
As you probably know from last semester, shifting from in-person  
teaching and campus life to a completely virtual semester creates 
far-reaching challenges for every university department. You’ll need a 
comprehensive plan for translating every real-life interaction—everything 
from alumni initiatives to admissions events to advisor meetings—to a 
digital format. 

Hybrid
A schedule that includes a combination of in-person and virtual  
teaching requires flexibility not only from your students and faculty but 
also from your communications plan. As everyone adjusts to this unique 
schedule, having a trusted go-to for sending and receiving messages 
will be necessary. 

Your fall semester plan
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Acknowledging that schedules and plans for the fall will continue to evolve, it’s 
important to choose a medium you can rely on. Here are a few reasons why 
email is the most effective channel for your university to use during COVID-19 
and beyond.

It creates one reliable source of truth.
Okay, so let’s say you’ve just made a lot of important decisions about the fall 
semester. Now what? Thinking about all of the channels and people you need to 
communicate those changes with can be overwhelming. 

However, the best solution is to choose one reliable channel to be the always-
updated source of truth. Choosing email takes the stress out of how you’ll 
communicate and who will receive your message, leaving you time to focus on 
the important stuff, like what you need to say. 

It’s the only true 1:1 digital marketing channel. 
While there are so many ways available to communicate digitally, email 
marketing is the only channel that transmits a message from one person to 
another single person. Using tools like dynamic content to personalize your 
message and segmentation to target the correct audience ensures that your 
message is relevant to the recipient. 

Think about it: Would you be more likely to trust a message from a friend, or 
a one-size-fi ts-all message from a large company? Email provides a personal 
touch not available on other channels, like social media.

Why you can rely on email

Email stays with you, wherever you go. 
If there’s anything we learned from the spring semester of 2020, it’s that we can’t 
exactly count on being on campus, in residence halls, or the offi  ce every day. 
However, the one thing we always have with us? Our inboxes. 

Not only will students always have access to email, decision-makers and those 
sending your emails will, too. 

Did you start the semester on-campus but need to pivot to distance learning? Maybe 
you began with a hybrid schedule but are making the switch to fully on-campus 
learning. Regardless of your evolving plans, email remains reliable and will be 
something you can continue to count on.
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We scoured our inboxes, interviewed current students, and asked university staff 
about their most effective email sends to collect your fall semester inspiration 
in one place. To give you a practical starting point, we also considered how you 
can bridge the gap between this semester and a “typical” college experience 
through email. 

10 email campaigns universities  
should send this fall

Emma user pro-tip: 
Already using Emma? Amazing! Be on the lookout for this icon for 
some special tips for our current Emma clients. 
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CAMPUS SPOTLIGHT

Vanderbilt University

We love this email Vanderbilt University 
sent to their incoming students in the 
Owen Graduate School of Management 
because it begins by addressing the 
question that’s most likely on their 
minds: “What’s happening?” 

It goes on to lead with a human 
element, introducing the school’s Chief 
of Staff, allowing students to feel more 
comfortable putting a face with the 
person sending the message. Pictures 
of professors and current students 
can help incoming students to imagine 
themselves in the fall semester—
whether they’ll be on campus or 
online—and put them at ease by 
explaining what’s to come. 

It’s clear that Vanderbilt has a lot 
of information to share, and they share 
it in this email by providing external 
links to webpages with more details. 
This is a great way to ensure your 
emails aren’t overwhelming while also 
providing information essential to a 
successful semester.

Typical experience

New students usually attend campus 
tours, orientation, move-in day, and 
welcome events. Returning students 
typically reunite with friends, attend 
“Welcome back” events, and meet new 
professors on the fi rst day of classes.

The welcome email 

Make it your own:

Include pictures of faculty and staff students will be interacting with during  
 the semester. Share a fun fact to get to know them, and a form of contact. 

 Consider creating a welcome series tailored to each student year (one for  
 freshmen, one for seniors, etc.) 

 Ask student icebreaker questions or feature incoming students to help   
 build community.

Emma user pro-tip:
Begin a welcome series using the automation workfl ow builder. Create and 
name a new workfl ow, choose your audience, and select the triggering event. 
(This could be something like signing up for an admitted-students email list.)

1
Email experience

Regardless of if you’re kicking off the 
semester on campus or virtually, the 
personal touches of a warm welcome 
are essential for the relationships you’ll 
continue to build this year. Sending an 
email welcome series is a great way 
to show your students you’re there for 
them and want them to succeed, no 
matter where they are.
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CAMPUS SPOTLIGHT

University of South Carolina

In this message from The University 
of South Carolina, the Offi  ce of Parent 
and Family Programs forwarded an 
important message from the university 
president to their email lists. But they 
didn’t just forward it without context—
They used segmentation to include a 
message specifi cally for families at 
the top, notifying them of the 
message’s importance. 

We like this approach because it’s 
making sure all parties involved are 
receiving the same information (It 
would be confusing if the Offi  ce of 
Parent and Family Programs sent out 
their email with confl icting information), 
yet in a format that’s tailored to them. It 
contains a lot of text and details, so it’s 
helpful that this email also mentions an 
opportunity to ask follow-up questions 
right away.         

Typical experience 

Parents and families usually send 
their students away, hear about their 
experiences from afar, attend parents’ 
weekend, and see students during 
holiday breaks.

The parent and family
member email

Make it your own:

Provide tips for parents to support their students in virtual learning, and make  
 sure they’re aware of all health measures your university is taking if students  
 are returning back to campus.

 Create a support hub of articles specifi cally for parents and link to it in   
 your email.

 Personalize university updates for family members and share information  
 that specifi cally pertains to them. (Example: They may not need to know  
 about dining hall updates on campus, but need to know about changes to the  
 holiday schedule or school closures.)

Emma user pro-tip:
Set up dynamic content to send the same email to both parents and
students, but each with personalized images or messages to improve 
your engagement.

Email experience

While you have to be careful about 
following HIPAA regulations and what 
you share with parents and family 
members, keeping them in the loop 
about your university plans and policies, 
especially during an unpredictable year, 
it’s in your best interest to communicate 
well and often to others who care most 
about your students. 

2
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Make it your own:

Create a reliable email cadence, like an internal newsletter that goes out 
 at the same time every week. This will help reduce uncertainty and 
 manage expectations. 

 Have fun with it! Allow your team to stay connected socially by featuring their  
 colleagues’ hobbies, work-from-home setups, or family updates.

 Share your back-up plan for university procedures and the back-up plan to  
 your back-up plan.

CAMPUS SPOTLIGHT

Notre Dame Research

To keep their employees connected 
while apart, Emma customer Notre 
Dame Research at the University of 
Notre Dame began sending a weekly 
internal newsletter that focuses on 
community building, logistical updates, 
and personal updates. 

Notre Dame Research shared they’re 
getting an average of 70-80% open 
rates each week, and they’re enjoying 
this new way to stay updated on things 
happening within their team. 

“It’s been fun to pull together,” 
said Joanne Fahey, Director of 
Communications at Notre Dame 
Research. “[We’ve enjoyed] searching 
for things happening in the community 
and getting different people to 
contribute who normally wouldn’t write 
things like this.” (Check out the Green 
Thumb Corner written by the director 
of their Cancer Research Institute
—We love this idea!)

Typical experience 

Faculty and staff are used to 
in-offi  ce interactions, face-to-face 
meetings, social outings, and large 
team meetings.

The internal staff newsletter3
Email experience

It’s important to remember that faculty 
and staff have their own concerns 
and uncertainties about the upcoming 
semester. In a time that may include 
furloughs, health, and familial concerns, 
keep empathy and humanity at the 
forefront of your communications. 

The more equipped and stable your 
faculty and staff feel, the better 
they can show up and support 
students. While you consider how to 
communicate externally, also think 
about how you can maintain team 
camaraderie and create a safe place to 
communicate internally.
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Make it your own:

Spotlight current student research, awards, or ways they’re staying successful  
 amid the uncertain circumstances. 

 Feature alumni or faculty who play a pivotal role in current events, like   
 COVID-19 research, or are serving the community creatively.

 Collaborate across departments to discover interesting stories in your   
 university community. (Example: By keeping in touch with academic and  
 alumni departments as an admissions professional, you’ll always have   
 many relatable stories to share with prospective students.)

CAMPUS SPOTLIGHT

Gonzaga University

This email from Gonzaga University 
celebrates the addition of an 
accomplished new faculty member 
to their School of Music. Through 
quotes about the new professor’s 
decision to join the university, Gonzaga 
affi  rms their respected reputation and 
commitment to maintaining a team of 
passionate and talented faculty.

You can use a similar format to feature 
current students or alumni, too. 
Including click-worthy pictures and 
quotes from the featured individual will 
give subscribers a sense of connection 
to your university. 

Typical experience 

Admissions and alumni departments 
typically have In-person recruiting 
and school visits, where they feature 
prestigious programs, and share current 
student and alumni successes.

The student and
alumni spotlight email

Emma user pro-tip:
Share student pictures or quotes across departments using the 
Asset Manager feature of Emma HQ. No more waiting for your coworkers to 
share images or blurry screenshots! 

Email experience

Even if traveling is limited this semester, 
it doesn’t have to stop you from sharing 
how incredible your university is with 
people near and far. Focusing on the 
exciting initiatives your students and 
alumni are taking, even in a pandemic, 
will not only give a sense of routine and 
normalcy to prospective students, but 
will also inspire them to attend your 
institution when the time comes.

4
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Make it your own:

Spotlight a student organization week and share the ways they are pivoting  
 this semester. Turn the limited capabilities for in-person meetings into an  
 opportunity for broader student awareness.

 Think about how students’ needs for social interaction have changed 
 and will continue to do so. Set up opportunities for students within a certain  
 major to connect on a Zoom call, or host a virtual talent show with 
 video submissions.

 Ask for participation! Whether it’s asking a question for students to respond to  
 in each newsletter or featuring photos from a certain hashtag in your email,  
 there are many ways to give a sense of community digitally.  

CAMPUS SPOTLIGHT

University of Central Florida

Every year, the University of Central 
Florida takes a “Welcome Week” photo 
of students in school gear spelling 
the letters “U,” “C,” and “F.” Instead of 
forgoing the tradition this year, they 
decided to pivot to a digital mosaic and 
requested photos via email. We love 
the spirit of continuing traditions where 
possible and can’t wait to see how this 
year’s photo turns out!

While they’re fi nding success with these 
student engagement email sends, the 
University of Central Florida is also 
learning that it’s not just about what’s 
in the message or when you send it, but 
who you send it to.

Typical experience 

Students have the opportunity to 
participate in on-campus student 
organizations, Greek Life recruitment, 
intramural sports, and social events.

The student engagement email

Emma user pro-tip:
From your Emma HQ admin account, lock brand styles and templates to 
maintain brand consistency throughout every department or organization. 

“We’re learning a lot about when to speak, when not to, and when we do, 
who should receive the message. Targeting has become huge for us.”

 -Kelsey Moscater
Assistant Director of Communication Strategy for Advancement, 
University of Central Florida

Email experience

While it may not be an ideal scenario, 
you have the opportunity to get creative 
with what it means to have student 
engagement, regardless of if their 
learning is happening virtually or on-
campus. Rethink traditional events to 
include social distancing or hold them 
online—All details communicated via 
email, of course. 

5
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Make it your own:

Embed videos of university leadership into your emails to share relevant   
 updates in real-time.

 Provide a clear place for email recipients to ask follow-up questions.

 Create emergency messaging templates to save time and get messages  
 out faster. 

CAMPUS SPOTLIGHT

University of Central Florida

Local mandates and policy changes 
can affect every part of a university, 
leaving you with not much time to pivot 
to another option. In this example, the 
College of Nursing at the University 
of Central Florida had to cancel its 
annual gala due to current events. With 
a simple header that’s consistent with 
university branding, they communicate 
clearly and address some potential 
questions upfront. 

Typical experience 

Campus leadership usually makes 
important announcements through 
press conferences, printed letters 
and brochures, and messages are 
distributed using multiple channels.

The crisis or 
emergency-related email

Emma user pro-tip:
Create templates that can be ready for your next on-the-fl y send. This allows 
you to send consistent emails without rebuilding them each time. 

6
Email experience

Email is the ideal way to communicate 
important updates because it’s 
naturally socially distanced, reliable, 
and fast. No more waiting for printed 
resources or worrying about updating 
all of your social media channels at 
once —Email is your one and done. 
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Make it your own:

Create fan challenges and competitions from home. 

 Start a “We miss you” campaign and share videos and stories of what players  
 have been up to during quarantine.

 Start competitions between your school rivals for good—See who can collect  
 the most donations for coronavirus relief. 

EMAIL SPOTLIGHT

ESPN

When it comes to sharing the latest 
in college athletics, ESPN is the leader 
in sharing sports moments, player 
updates, and division rankings. But 
what happened this summer when 
sports weren’t happening? They 
continued to share the joy of the 
game anyway. 

In their summer email sends, 
ESPN featured other forms of sports 
content—Podcasts, videos, replays 
of past games. But the thing we 
specifi cally love about this email is the 
trivia aspect. Find a way to keep your 
fans engaged, and they’ll remain loyal, 
regardless of what the sports 
season brings.

Typical experience 

Athletics departments typically send 
updates about, year-round sporting 
events, schedule updates, ticketing, 
homecoming, player features, and 
upcoming championships.

The athletics email

Emma user pro-tip:
Use the drag-and-drop editor to create beautiful and on-brand emails. No 
coding knowledge required!  

7
Email experience

For many students, athletic events are 
a huge part of their college experience, 
and they’re probably grieving the loss 
of sports as we knew them. Whether 
your sports schedules are delayed, 
rescheduled, or canceled, you can 
maintain fan excitement and team spirit 
via email. 

However, these updates may have 
to completely pivot from what you’re 
used to sending if sports events aren’t 
happening like we’re used to.
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Make it your own:

Acknowledge the hardships many may be facing and express no expectations.

 Articulate needs and where any donations will be going, making sure to   
 reinforce how human needs will be tangibly met.

 Note any ways recipients can participate that aren’t monetary—Can they  
 donate their time or expertise?

EMAIL SPOTLIGHT

Florida State 
University Foundation

The Florida State University 
Foundation sent many sensitive emails 
around their annual “Great Give” that 
expressed empathy and understanding. 
We love this one in particular because, 
when they did make the ask for 
fi nancial support, they clearly stated 
that it would be given to student 
emergency funds. This not only is a 
relevant and helpful thing to do, but it 
allows those who can give to feel like 
they can positively impact others in a 
tangible way. 

Previously, FSU relied on many forms 
of communication, but 2020 has 
brought a more intentional and focused 
effort on email. 

Typical experience 

Annual giving events usually take 
place during one or more days of the 
year when alumni and those connected 
to the university are asked to give 
back monetarily.

The annual giving email

Emma user pro-tip:
Use Evertrue or another giving tool? Use Emma’s integrations to sync your 
data and power your automation and segmentation.

“There has been a lot of concern about the length of time it takes to produce a printed 
piece, as well as what will be going on the world when that does happen. When factoring 
this into our budget, we decided to pivot our in-person strategies, direct mail pieces, and 
emergency needs messaging to an email format.”

 -Amanda Wood
Sr. Director of Communications, Florida State University Foundation

8
Email experience

While it may appear that not much has 
changed for this year’s fundraising 
events and they can easily pivot to 
digital, it’s important to be sensitive to 
the current economic climate. Because 
the pandemic has left many without 
jobs or increased healthcare costs, it 
may not be the best time to assume 
they can give fi nancially. However, your 
university, its students, and staff may 
need more than ever before—How can 
you balance the two?
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Make it your own: 
 
 Ask a variety of situational questions, everything from “What is hardest about  
 being a student during COVID-19?” to “Do you think our proposed plans will  
 work? What hesitations do you have?” 

 Ask specific questions that pertain to mental health. Do whatever you can  
 to make sure students are safe and have the resources theyneed   
 during this time. 
 
 Look for your blind spots. What things would only a student know or care  
 about? Continue to ask these questions and be truly interested in   
 the responses.

Typical experience  

Usually, a semester typically goes  
largely according to plan, and students 
are asked for their opinions and 
feedback at the end of the semester  
or year.  

The student feedback email9
Email experience

This is not a year you can afford to 
not ask for student feedback. As plans 
evolve, you’ll need to work together to 
find solutions to keep everyone happy 
and healthy. Email is a great way to 
ask for their feedback and gain insight 
into how they’re feeling, especially if 
learning is happening off-campus.

On uncertainty: 
“The hardest part of being a student during 
COVID-19 is the uncertainty of everything. 

During the Spring 2020 semester, it was the 
uncertainty of how the rest of the semester 
would play out, then over the summer, it was 
whether or not we would go back in the fall, 
and what “being on campus” would even 
look like. 

Going into my senior year, I want to make 
sure I still get that “college experience” out 
of these next two semesters.” 

-Sam Sternstein,  
Senior at Indiana  
University-Bloomington

Takeaway: Your students are grieving 
many losses, just like you. Remember 
that you’re not writing to inboxes, but to 
humans.

28

On how they felt at the end of the spring 
semester: 
“I was very sad that this year had  
to come to an end so soon. Online school 
does not provide the same college experience 
and the skills that I believe are important to 
entering into the real world.” 

-Carolyn Diez,  
Junior at Western Carolina University 

Takeaway: Your students don’t just view 
this as a semester, but as part of their future. 
Don’t minimize their feelings by sending 
robotic-sounding emails.

On the financial burden: 
“One of the hardest parts of being a student 
during COVID-19 is the financial burden it has 
caused. I worked part-time for the university, 
but when we switched to online learning, I 
lost my job. I received no stimulus check, 
but was still expected to pay rent at the 
apartment I lived at.” 

-Maggie Phillips,  
Junior at Cleveland State University  

Takeaway: Be sensitive. If your  
students have serious financial concerns,  
it’s probably not the best time to ask them 
for more money.
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On how their school has been communicating:
“My school has been mostly sending emails. 
A lot of emails. It’s nice that they have 
been keeping us in the loop with all of their 
changes, however, given the uncertainty 
of COVID-19, I feel giving us detailed plans 
every week that will probably change is a 
little much. Also, I think people have stopped 
reading the emails since there are so many of 
them and plans keep changing.”

-Mary Diez, 
Senior at The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill

Takeaway: Your students don’t just view 
this as a semester, but as part of their future. 
Don’t minimize their feelings by sending 
robotic-sounding emails.

On their biggest fear about the fall semester:
“My biggest fear about the fall semester 
is that my school will go back to in-person 
classes, especially as Lawrence [the city 
our campus is in] is experiencing a fairly 
signifi cant spike, and that it will just lead to 
many students getting sick.

They’ve attempted to address the issue of 
cross-contamination of everything on campus 
by creating an app that won’t allow you in a 
building unless you’ve washed your hands. 

However, I don’t believe that students will 
actually use the app, but instead learn 
what needs to be done to allow them in the 
buildings and lie to the app. I would like to 
be considered, to be consulted by our 
provost about what we [as students] would 
want to do.”

-Emma Goodrich, 
Senior at The University of Kansas 

Takeaway:  Listen to your students! 
Remember that your best plans will only work 
if they’ve bought into them fi rst.

What they would do differently if put in charge 
of their university’s emails:
“I would be specifi c about the changes 
happening on campus, and break each aspect 
of student life down explicitly, without sugar-
coating the fact that the semester will not be 
“normal.” 

I think my school did a good job at fi rst of 
providing initial routes that they would take 
depending on the progression of the crisis, but 
it was too general and mainly regarding classes 
and whether or not students would be able to 
live in dorms. 

I would have provided a similar breakdown of 
possibilities for various aspects of student life 
(Extracurriculars, clubs, intramurals, school-
sponsored events, performances, etc.) that 
students look forward to every year and also 
pay for in their tuition. 

I would also provide this information one 
area at a time, so students wouldn’t get 
overwhelmed with an email containing 
contingency plans for everything with outside 
links to provide more information, taking them 
away from the email itself. 

Overall, I think students and parents both want 
clear messaging that includes specifi c changes 
being made, and additional alternatives being 
added that justify the increase in tuition.”

-Sam Sternstein, 
Senior at Indiana University-Bloomington

Takeaway:  Specifi c, bite-sized content is key 
to preventing overwhelm.

30

On their ability to complete assignments:
“I am very routine based—Attend class, 
homework at the library, work at the rec 
center. It was hard to have those core parts 
of my routine fl ipped and still be expected to 
have the brainpower/emotional capacity to 
produce adequate work from home.

Also, I received accommodations at school 
for chronic pain including absences and 
special furniture in classrooms. Staying 
quarantined only increased my pain 
level, but because we were all at home, I 
felt like I couldn’t take advantage of my 
accommodations.”

-Lily McClung, 
Junior at Cleveland State University

Takeaway: Be patient and understanding 
about all of the changes they’re going 
through. Don’t expect them to engage with 
every email in the ways you’re used to. Test 
the content and your send time to see what 
they like best.

On their biggest fear about the fall semester:

On their ability to complete assignments:
“I am very routine based—Attend class, 
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Make it your own:

Create an ongoing FAQ section in your newsletters that students can submit  
 questions to.

 Send visual representations of student opinions and question responses.  
 (Example: Graphs to represent student feelings about campus safety 
 over time.)

 Whenever you make a change in response to feedback, make that   
 exceptionally clear.

Typical experience 

Changes in response to feedback are 
not typically made immediately, and 
students hear from campus leadership 
about a few times a year.

The “We’re listening” email10
Email experience

This semester, communication between 
students and leadership needs to be 
an open and ongoing conversation. 
By crafting campaigns based on 
student feedback, you can answer 
their questions quickly and create a 
deeper sense of stability. Without the 
opportunity for offi  ce hours or on-
campus forums, students want to know 
that an effort is being made to hear and 
understand them.

myemma.com32

Emma user pro-tip:
Create list segments for students in different departments or organizations. 
This helps increase your engagement by only sending to the people the 
content is most relevant to.

Get a demo

See why more than 500 universities across the country trust Emma.



To see what 500+ other universities love about Emma,  
visit our page created just for universities. 

How can we help?

For more email inspiration for higher education,  
visit the university section of our blog. 

Visit university solutions page

Read the blog




