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Disruption and dissatisfaction

COVID-19 has presented huge challenges for students and

universities across the UK, with the pandemic necessitating vast changes

not just to educational provision, but the physical safety measures and

wellbeing support required from universities.

Students' views on university COVID-19 responses have been varied. In

May 2020, near the start of the pandemic, a survey from Save the

Student [1] found that 42% of students said they weren't happy with how

their university had handled their response.

With the UK currently in another national lockdown and university

life disrupted for the foreseeable future, we looked at what lessons can

be learnt from the past year and taken forward through 2021. 

At the end of 2020, we conducted an online survey with 1,055

students in the UK* to better understand their perceptions of university

responses to COVID-19. We asked students how satisfied they were with

different areas of their university’s response. We also asked them to

suggest, without prompting, both the best and worst things their

university had done in response to COVID-19**.
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* Including
international
students studying
at a UK university
(5% of sample / 58
respondents).

** Satisfaction
agreement statements
base n = 1055; ‘best
thing’ open question
base n = 1012; ‘worst
thing’ open question
base n = 990.

Across the year, we heard accounts

of students confined to their

accommodation and many left

questioning the value for money

when viewing pre-recorded content

online and no longer receiving any

face-to-face contact[2]. [3]



Many factors at play

Students’ views were influenced by their perceptions of the university’s

response across several areas, including:

One in two were happy with teaching

and learning

56% agreed they were happy with their university’s approach to

teaching and learning during COVID-19. With the majority of teaching

being delivered online, the perceived quality of this provision had a huge

impact on students’ overall satisfaction with their university’s response.

Many spoke positively of their university’s teaching and learning

provision, with 30% of open comments detailing aspects of their

university’s teaching and learning provision as one of the best things their

university had done.
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Delivery of teaching
and learning

Assessment Support

Physical safety Communication



Things students praised about teaching and learning included:

However, 30% disagreed with the statement ‘I am happy with my
university’s approach to teaching and learning during COVID-19’. In open
comments, 27% reported issues with their university’s approach to
teaching and learning. It led some to question why they were paying full
tuition fees – 7% said that not offering any financial concessions was one
of the worst things their university had done in response to the pandemic.

Reported issues with the delivery of teaching and learning included:

Communicating any changes to
teaching promptly and clearly
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Transferring all teaching online

Speed of transition to online

Making additional resources
readily available

Troubleshooting support for
online teaching tools 

“They've given me the
appropriate information
and resources to adapt to
online learning.”

Loss of face-to-face 
contact

Teaching styles not being
adapted to suit the new
online medium

Less interactivity online

Poor-quality online
resources

“Online teaching is not the 
same and moving everything
online doesn't work. If it’s 
going to be online it needs to 
be more interactive.”

“Many believe we should be
entitled for a discount as 80% 
of the teaching is online during
the pandemic, it is not of the
same quality as face to face
teaching and not everyone is
able to understand or use
technology efficiently.”

“Connecting me with
resources online and being
flexible with the online
education.”



Student support services.
Financial support.
Mental health support.
Increased lecturer/tutor support.
Accommodation and/or food support.

Assessment shouldn’t suffer

Open comments showed that students valued when their university was
mindful of the pressures the pandemic placed on them and adjusted
expectations, support and protocol accordingly – particularly in relation
to assessments.

10% of students felt that reviewing assessment policies was one of the
best things their university had done. In particular, 8% specifically
showed appreciation of assessment extensions, resits or no-detriment
policies. In the same vein, 2% said that not having these available was
one of the worst things their university had done

Knowing you're there really helps
Alongside academic provision, student views of the support
offered during the pandemic was variable. Only 41% felt their
university had provided enough pastoral support during COVID-19.

In open comments, 25% mentioned the support offered as one
of the best things their university had done, including:
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“Introduced a 'safety net' last year for my 3rd year exams – I
was guaranteed a year average of my current grades at the
start of COVID as long as I got at least 40% on all modules.”

The impact on academic achievement was a
major concern for students. 74% believed
that their studies had suffered as a result
of the pandemic.



However, 30% felt their university had not offered sufficient pastoral
support during the pandemic. It is likely that in many cases this was due to
a lack of awareness, as opposed to a lack of support.

19% of students listed a lack of sufficient support as one of the worst things
their university had done in response to the pandemic. This included 12%
stating a general lack of support, and 7% stating a specific lack of
mental health support. 

We have explored in more depth the impact of the pandemic on student
mental health in our ‘Feeling the strain' white paper.

Minds over matter?
Interestingly, only 14% cited physical safety as one of the
best things their university had done in response to the pandemic, and
only 6% cited it as one of the worst. 

Although less commonly cited in open comments, only 47% agreed that
they trusted their university’s decisions related to COVID-19 were best
for their mental and physical health. 
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“They do make it clear to us
how to accept support if we do
need it, haven’t used it yet but
great to know where it is if
things get rough in lockdown.”

Students often commented on
how well-communicated these
resources were, which helped
them to know that support was
available, even if they had not
personally needed to access it.

Offering testing.
Clear rules on social
distancing and mask use.
Providing hand sanitiser
on campus. 

Positive actions included:
Continuation of face-to-
face delivery.
Insufficient enforcement
of social distancing or
mask requirements.

Concerns included:

https://shift-sustainability.co.uk/sustainability-research-reports/student-mental-health-research


General lack of communication or information.
Lack of clarity or consistency in the information they were given.

Communication builds trust

59% of students were happy with the communication received from
their university about COVID-19 related changes. 14% said that regular
communication and sharing of information was one of the best things
their university had done, helping to reassure them that the university
was working in their best interest.

Communicating changes and processes appears to play a part
in building student trust. As stated, 47% of students trusted their
university’s decisions were best for their mental and physical health, but
this rose to 64% among those who were also happy with the
communication they had received from their university. 

However, 26% were not happy with the communication received.
16% of students openly cited issues with communication as one of the
worst things their university had done, including a:

Keeping students updated regularly and clearly was seen as key.
Areas on which students often commented (both positively and
negatively) included:

“Lots of updates on how things were progressing,
especially over the summer when I know a lot of students
at other unis felt they had been abandoned.”
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Speed of updates (i.e. following government updates).
Frequency of updates.
Transparency in rationale for any changes being made.
Open communication between the university and students.
Knowing who to contact if they had issues.



Students too are feeling the strain of continual changes – with
perceptions of their university’s response to the pandemic often
shaped by the level of communication they receive.

Universities should ensure students are kept regularly updated on
current policies, upcoming changes or support channels – keeping
open lines of communication with students.

Being transparent and outlining the rationale behind any changes
could build student trust and help them feel the university has their
best interests at heart. 

Students value when their university or tutors recognise the
pressures they are facing as a result of the pandemic, whether
this be through changes to teaching or assessment procedures, the
support made available, or simply the tone of communications. 

 

What can universities learn here?

Communication is key

There is opportunity to rethink what makes 

quality online education

08

Universities have faced many challenges when
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, often having to
make big decisions in a very short space of time
following government updates. 

Academic impact was one of the biggest concerns
for students, with a large number feeling their
studies have suffered as a result of the myriad
changes caused by the pandemic. 
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The perceived quality of online teaching has a huge impact on
students’ overall satisfaction with their university's response.

With online learning set to continue well into 2021, and likely become
a staple of post-pandemic teaching, there is a need to look beyond
simply transferring course content online, but transforming online
teaching and assessment to ensure it’s of the same high quality that
students have come to expect from face-to-face provision.

Understanding student perceptions of online learning, what
constitutes ‘high quality’ and reasons for the current perceived lower
value will be important in this transition.

If you’d like to know more about this survey or how Shift Insight’s
research services can help education institutions understand and address
students’ needs in these unprecedented times, please contact report
author Lucy.Wild@shift-insight.co.uk or our Managing Director,
Jane.Powell@shift-insight.co.uk, or call either via 0207 253 8959.

About Shift Insight
Since 2002, we have grown to become a leading research consultancy –
originally focused on education, but now expanded into the complementary
areas of Membership and Sustainability, alongside Learning. 

Shift Learning offers a range of qualitative, quantitative and desk research
services to educational institutions and organisations of all shapes and sizes.
To find out more about our work in education, please visit: 
shift-learning.co.uk/case-studies/ 

https://www.shift-learning.co.uk/case-studies/


The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR 
The ICC/ESOMAR International Code on Market and Social Research 
The MRS Code of Conduct.

Our professional ethics
We are a long-term member of both the Market Research Society and
European Society for Opinion and Market Research. We are also registered
with the Information Commissioner’s Office and inform them of any personal
information held. Our researchers fully abide by:
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In addition, we are proud to be a Certified B Corporation™ –
one of only a few agencies to have gained this recognition. 
B Corps are for-profit companies that use the power of
business to build a more inclusive and sustainable economy.
They meet the highest verified standards of social and
environmental performance, transparency, and accountability.
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