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While the country continues 
to debate booster shots, 
mask mandates, and 
travel restrictions, campus 
planners and designers 
are looking far beyond the 

pandemic.
They’re mapping out changes in 

campus layouts and building designs that 
focus on flexible work and learning spaces, 
robust technology backbones, and areas 
that promote inclusion and diversity. And 
behind every building and renovation 
project is a mandate for energy efficiency 
and ecologically sustainable materials.

“Space needs to be fast and fluid,” 
says Persis C. Rickes, whose firm, Rickes 
Associates, focuses on higher-education 

planning and programming. “Higher 
ed changes at glacial speed, but with 
Covid, that speeded up” campus 
planning.

Indeed, more than half the 
respondents in a survey conducted 
this year by the Society for College 
and University Planning, known as 
SCUP, stated that they would create or 
update their campus master plan in 
the coming year.

In all, a cross section of 88 higher-
education institutions across the 
country responded to the survey, 
sharing data about the current state of 
their campus facilities and detailing 
recent and planned changes. The 
group’s Campus Facilities Inventory, 

https://rickesassociates.com/
https://rickesassociates.com/
https://www.scup.org/
https://www.scup.org/
https://www.scup.org/learning-resources/campus-facilities-inventory/
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“ What I’m seeing today, here 
and across the U.S., is a 
very intentional effort to 
reach students.”

along with input from campus planners 
and consultants, reveal some common 
themes.

Space Optimization
Many students, faculty members, and 

staff members have expressed a desire 
to continue remote learning, as well 
as hybrid learning that blends remote 
and in-person instruction. That frees 
up classroom space, allowing colleges 
to retool it for flexible, collaborative 
learning. The University of Minnesota-
Twin Cities is a pioneer in Active Learning 
Classrooms, in which students cluster 
around large, movable tables that are 
centered on a teaching station. Using 
monitors throughout the classroom, the 
instructor can project lesson materials 
along with the work of a student or team at 
one of the tables. Students are encouraged 
to collaborate at their whiteboards, 
and tables are typically equipped 
with microphones so they can actively 
participate in the discussion.

That setup creates a flexible-learning 
space that can have multiple uses when 
class ends. Students can study individually 
there or work on team projects with 
classmates. Some colleges also envision 
using Active Learning Classrooms for 
meetings and conferences, research labs, 
and entrepreneurial-startup spaces.

Multipurpose Libraries
Colleges are focusing less on collections 

and more on collaboration. In addition to 
fostering small-group learning, campus 
libraries are increasingly a center of 
academic-support services, such as career 
counselors, faculty advisers, tutors, 
and even amenities like snack bars and 
bookstores.

While they offer convenience to all 
students, multipurpose libraries make a 
wide array of resources readily available to 
first-generation and low-income students, 
who may not be familiar with campus life.

In 2016 the University of Miami’s library 
system teamed up with academic-support 
services across its campus to launch 

the Learning Commons, a clearinghouse 
for students who need in-person and 
online academic support. Through the 
Learning Commons, students can get 
help with research projects and data 
visualization; schedule Zoom sessions for 
assistance in Chinese, French, Spanish, 

and other languages; sign up for tutoring 
and writing consultations; receive remote 
technical support; and join virtual 
sessions for career counseling. Recent 
renovations inside the university’s 
Richter Library include individual study 
spaces, areas for collaboration, and a 
creative lab where students can learn 
tech tools, develop multimedia skills, 
and check out electronic equipment. 
That setup is a marked departure from 
campus libraries of yesteryear, which 
focused primarily on assisting students 
with research.

“What I’m seeing today, here and 
across the U.S., is a very intentional effort 
to reach students,” says Roxane Pickens, 
director of Miami’s Learning Commons. 
“We try to learn what their needs are, to 
work with the students to support them.”

‘Islandable’ Campuses
Recent supply-chain disruptions and 

crippling weather events underscore the 
need for college campuses to be resilient 
and self-sufficient.

 “In the past, we’ve always relied on 
big centralized facilities, the energy 
grid, and large water-treatment plants,” 
says Ciannat M. Howett, who oversees 
resilience, sustainability, and economic 
inclusion at Emory University. Her 
department is charged with “reimagining 

https://cei.umn.edu/teaching-active-learning-classroom-alc
https://cei.umn.edu/teaching-active-learning-classroom-alc
https://www.library.miami.edu/learningcommons/
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“ You have the 
supply right there 
… and you’re taking 
responsibility for your 
own resources.” 

our future when we need to be more 
‘islandable,’ able to withstand impact 
from natural disasters, which are more 
prevalent with climate change.”

 At the heart of its Atlanta campus, 
Emory built a water-treatment facility 
that can recycle up to 400,000 gallons 
of sewage a day for use in toilets and 
chilled-water systems that cool campus 
buildings. For electricity, the university 
just completed a solar-powered microgrid 
for two research buildings. If hurricane-

force winds knock out power in Atlanta, 
for example, those buildings will still 
operate with the solar backup. Howett 
and her team are now working to add 
Emory’s hospital to the microgrid, with 
solar and battery backup, which would 
protect patients and members of the 
medical staff in the event of widespread 
outages.

Having local, reliable food sources 
— the university serves roughly 9,000 
meals a day — helps deal with supply-
chain disruptions. To that end, Emory 
teamed up with the Conservation Fund, 
a nonprofit that is acquiring nearby 
farmland to be leased to next-generation 
farmers with a five- to 10-year path to 
ownership. Emory’s commitment to 
purchase those farmers’ crops will enable 
them to get financing to literally grow 
their businesses.

“You have the supply right there … and 
you’re taking responsibility for your own 
resources,” Howett says.

Inclusive Environments
The SCUP survey on college facilities 

and planning found that 48 percent of 
respondents planned to create more 
spaces for cultural and affinity groups to 
make their campuses more inclusive and 
equitable.

“You find all too frequently that space 
assigned to groups of students of color is 
small, poor quality, and poorly located,” 
says Elliot Felix, founder of brightspot 
strategy, a consultancy in New York 
that worked with SCUP on its Campus 
Facilities Inventory. “A lot of campuses 
are reckoning with that and trying to 
create cultural and multicultural spaces 
… to send an important message that’s 
about belonging and community and 
inclusivity.”

Those hang-out spaces serve a number 
of other purposes. Local chapters of the 
National Black Law Students Association 
and the Society of Hispanic Professional 
Engineers may meet there, for example. 
Students of color can find out about 
tutoring services and employment 
opportunities. It’s also a more comfortable 
environment in which to seek services 
like financial-aid counseling and mental-
health resources.

Campus planners are also thinking 
about how to provide students with 
housing choices that promote all kinds of 
diversity — racial, geographic, academic, 
LGBTQ, and so on. They’re mindful that 
accommodations today must offer a better 
value for students’ dollars. The era of 
dorms with climbing walls and lazy rivers 
is basically over. Students will now see 
fewer bells and whistles, making housing 
more affordable, especially for first-
generation and low-income students.

Fast and Versatile Technology
In the future, tech infrastructure on 

campuses must be able to support high-
speed connectivity to enable seamless 
streaming and virtual-reality experiences.

Covid-era remote learning is here to 
stay, experts say, so technology platforms 

https://sustainability.emory.edu/programs/the-waterhub-at-emory-university/
https://news.emory.edu/stories/2020/05/upress_solar_installation/campus.html
https://news.emory.edu/stories/2021/05/upress_usda_conservation_fund/campus.html
https://www.brightspotstrategy.com/
https://www.brightspotstrategy.com/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-pandemic-may-have-permanently-altered-campuses-heres-how?cid2=gen_login_refresh&cid=gen_sign_in
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need to integrate off-campus learners into 
the classroom environment. Some campus 
planners expect lawmakers in Washington 
to enact legislation that significantly 
expands broadband access, which will 
facilitate remote learning. This will 
especially benefit colleges in underserved 
areas, where some students now must sit 
in a car to connect to Wi-Fi.

 The classroom is also ripe for a tech 
revolution. Spaces with technology tools 
on every wall and ways for students to 
collaborate digitally foster hands-on 
instruction and creativity. “Students,” 
Rickes notes, “have much higher retention 
rates when they participate in the learning 
process.”
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