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Summary: many stakeholders in the higher education sector remain concerned about the risks to 

staff, students and local communities in a return to campus, though students overwhelmingly want to 

return. Clear scientific evidence supporting the safety of such a return is not currently available.  

1. Introduction  

1.1 Timeline  

With the exception of research relating directly to coronavirus, universities and other higher-

education centres closed to in-person activities on 20 March as part of social distancing measures[1]. 

Students, the vast majority of whom move away from home to go to university, returned to their out-

of-term (family) addresses in most cases[2]. 

After the Easter holidays, most universities began teaching and examining both undergraduate and 

taught graduate students online. There have, however, been concerns raised by the NUS (National 

Union of Students) that this switch to online teaching would disproportionally affect disadvantaged 

and disabled students[3]. 

1.2 Inequality in teaching, learning and welfare 

 In a survey conducted by the Office for Students in 2019, 14% of students in England declared at 

least one disability, this figure is likely to be an underestimate[4].  Much of the study support available 

to disabled students has been harder to deliver during the pandemic, such as use of note takers4].   

Students with mental health issues have also seen their conditions exasperated by the lockdown[5]. 

Whether or not universities return, concerns around loneliness are likely to remain an issue whilst 

social distancing restrictions are in place. 

Additionally, the most disadvantaged students in the UK may not have access to the appropriate 

devices and broadband speeds to facilitate effective online working[6]. They may also not have the 

supportive home environment needed to support learning.  Many universities tried to mitigate this 

through a ‘no detriment’ policy wherein students were guaranteed results at least as good as their 

previous grades. However, this is clearly only a short-term solution to what is likely to become an 

ongoing problem.  

1.3 Past stakeholder positions  

Despite universities continuing to teach throughout the lockdown, many students felt that this 

teaching was inadequate, leading to the NUS to call for a reimbursement of tuition fees[8]. University 

teaching staff often had to move to online teaching with very little if any training[9].This has led to a 

huge increase in academics’ workloads, with many feeling uncomfortable delivering teaching online 

with the resources available to them at their institution.   

The University sector is predicted to accrue losses in the range £3-£19bn[10]. This is primarily due to 

a reduced number of international students, a loss of revenue in lockdown due to students leaving 

accommodation early, and postponing of conferences[10]. 
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1.4 Risks to personnel   

Most undergraduate students are under 25[11] and therefore have a much lower risk of serious illness 

resulting from COVID-19[12]. Many staff, however, are much older and may belong to groups that have 

a much larger risk of serious illness from contracting COVID-19[12].   The long-term effects of COVID-19 

are still unknown, and much more research is needed[13]. Furthermore, some students will have long-

term health conditions, which means they themselves may need to continue shielding for some time. 

1.5 Government guidance and wider risks 

The government has released sector guidance on the reopening of buildings and campuses[14]. This 

guidance was, however, released relatively late in the day (last updated 10 September).  There remain 

concerns that reopening of Universities is very risky[15, 16] , and may push the UK over into a second 

wave of coronavirus[15].  

 

2. Evidence summary 

A recent report in the British Medical Journal (BMJ) [15] discusses in detail the failures in the reopening 

of US Universities, and how the UK can learn from these failures. Major outbreaks of COVID-19 

happened in several US Universities just weeks after reopening[15] .  

The University of North Carolina Chapel Hill (UNC) reported 130 cases amongst its 30,000 students 

only a week after reopening[15]. Between the 1 and 27 August there were 756 at UNC. Overall since 

reopening, there have been 26,000 cases of COVID-19 in 750 Universities and colleges across the 

US[15].  

 The first lesson for UK Universities reported in the BMJ[15] was to curb community transmission to less 

than 4 in 100,000 a day before reopening universities (based on the success of reopening universities 

in Taiwan). In the four weeks prior to 7 September the number of cases in UK cities was much higher 

than this, e.g. 64 cases in 100,000 a day in Bradford and 14 cases in 100,000 per day in Oxford[16].   

Given that the number of cases per day in many universities’ host towns and cities[17], transmission is 

much higher than the 4 in 100,000 a day recommended. Scientific evidence casts doubt on whether 

now is the right time for reopening of universities.  

The second lesson identified is that students should quarantine for 14 days upon arrival[15]. 

Additionally, both the report in the BMJ[15] and by independent SAGE[16] suggest that mass testing 

students on arrival could be an effective way to suppress the spread of the virus.  

Given that currently in a large parts of the UK testing facilities are overwhelmed[18], many 

universities have set up  their own testing programmes.  For example the Universities of 

Cambridge[19], Oxford[20] and Southampton[21] already have programmes to test undergraduates on 

their arrival. Many less well resourced universities do not have the appropriate facilities for mass 

testing of their staff and students, and will rely on the government's testing programmes. There are 

risks that this may detract from capacity to test local communities.  

Finally, the report in the BMJ[15] suggests that “any prevention strategy that is based on personal 

responsibility and the expectation that students will never go to parties or have sex is bound to fail”.  

They point to the fact that behavioural research suggests that risk taking peaks in early adulthood, 

and shaming students for their behaviour is unlikely to be a successful public health strategy [23]. 
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Instead they suggest a harm reduction approach, akin to safe sex campaigns already present in many 

UK universities.   

The Union for Colleges and Universities (UCU)[22]  have a taken a strong stance on reopening of 

universities based on the evidence available, particularly from the evidence discussed by 

Independent SAGE[16]. Their position is as follows:  

• Full consultation with the UCU is needed 

• No teaching should default to be face-to-face  

• Face masks must be worn in all indoor spaces  

• Widely available sanitising stations and cleaning regimes must be in place 

• Members working on campuses must have suitable risk assessments  

• Testing, tracing and quarantine measures must be in place 

• Social distancing of 2m, unless specified and risk assessed, must occur 

• Infection levels must be stable and not increasing  

As infection rates across the UK are rising (the R value is greater than 1.0[24]), and track and trace 

are already becoming overwhelmed, clearly some of the UCU’s criteria have not been met.  

The majority of students (89% of students from a Unite survey of 500 people) are keen to return to 

campuses[25], and some will have already returned to university accommodation.  The situation is 

becoming increasingly complicated and must be addressed urgently.  

The available scientific evidence paints a complex picture of reopening universities in the midst of the 

pandemic, and casts significant doubts on the safety students and staff in a return-to-normal scenario.  

If the government believes fully reopening universities is safe they must provide clear guidance and 

support to ensure the situation is properly controlled. 

Centres for Higher Education in England have high levels of organisational, financial, academic and 

staffing autonomy[26]. This must be accounted for in reopening plans.  

 

3. Important Questions 

3.1 Communities 

• What measures are the government putting in place to reduce the risks to local communities 

from the reopening of universities?  

• What impact on the R number does the government expect the return to university to have?  

• For areas with large proportion of commuting students, what steps will be taken to ensure 

that overcrowding on transport services does not occur?  

• What steps are the government putting in place to account for a shift in the location of 

demands for healthcare services as students return to university?  

3.2 Residences and students 

• What steps are the government taking to ensure that standards of social distancing are 

maintained in halls of residence? 

• What steps will the government take to impose restrictions on higher education providers 

who do not robustly enforce measures, either due to lack of funds or personnel? 
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• Can the government confirm that it is their intention to roll out testing capacity sufficient to 

allow asymptomatic individuals living in university accommodation to be tested?  

• What is the government’s estimation of the minimum timeframe in which outbreaks within 

higher education institutions may be identified?  

• What plans are currently in place to facilitate a mid-term decant of students to their family 

homes if needed due to a new lockdown?  

3.3 Academics and staff  

• What is the government’s response to the demands laid out by the UCU?  

• How will the government ensure that fair consideration of different universities’ resources in 

undertaking the return to on-site teaching is accounted for in the TEF, or indeed future 

editions of the REF?  
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