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Executive Summary 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has upended the world of higher education. As the UK 

went into lockdown, in March 2020 approximately 300,000 students at universities in 

Scotland (Scottish Funding Council, 2019) were abruptly sent home, whether in the 

UK or abroad, to slow the spread of the virus. Universities closed all in-person 

teaching and facilities, and students and staff had to move to working off campus for 

the remaining months of the 2019-2020 academic year. This caused major 

disruptions to all aspects of the university student experience, including academic 

learning, societies, sports and social activities. Universities were unprepared to deal 

with a crisis on this scale and were forced to adapt quickly to the changing 

circumstances.  

 

This report therefore examines the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

undergraduate students at university in Scotland in two key aspects of their 

university experience. Firstly, their academic education which comprises of delivery 

of classes, access to academic resources and facilities, and assessments. Our research 

has shown that student and staff experiences have varied depending on their 

university and subject department, and whether they could move online. However, 

it is clear that overall, there has been a significant impact on students’ academic 

education, with a lack of motivation and engagement worrying staff and students 

(Displayed in our survey, published online 2020). It is also important to note that 
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during this pandemic, barriers to learning have been unique to every individual 

students’ personal situation.  Secondly, the platforms used by universities to 

communicate decisions to students in the final semester of the academic year 2019-

2020, and decisions regarding how the university experience will take place in the 

upcoming academic year. Overwhelmingly students state that email is their 

preferred way to receive communications from their university. Yet many students 

have felt confused or uninformed about their studies due to miscommunication and 

lack of updates (Displayed in our survey, published 2020). 

 

  

With the pandemic ongoing at the time of press and continually changing 

government guidance for universities, the policy field for the upcoming 2020-2021 

academic year is uncertain. Recommendations are therefore broken down into a 

two-tiered structure. Short-term recommendations are proposed for the upcoming 

academic year, which will likely involve elements of online learning as the 

pandemic continues. Long-term recommendations are focused on improving the 

university experience in these two areas post-pandemic. 

  

1. Academic Education  

a. Short-Term Recommendations  

i. Evaluation of online teaching tools used and increased 

training and support for students and staff to encourage 

user familiarity.  
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b. Long-Term Recommendations  

ii. Transition back to an in-person university education and 

enhance the in-person learning experience through relevant 

technology.    

   

2. Communication     

a. Short-Term Recommendations  

i. Improve communication with students through a 

communication plan focusing on the regularity, consistency, 

relevancy and detail of information communicated.  

   

b. Long-Term Recommendations  

ii. Improve internal communications within different levels of 

university to ensure consistency of information.    

 

  

We hope that by presenting our findings and policy considerations in this report we 

will be able to bring attention to higher education reform in Scotland. Having 

highlighted two key areas in need of reform, this policy brief can be used as 

a starting point to build relationships with gatekeepers in political and educational 

institutions to effect change.   
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Introduction 

 

 

What is the future of university education in Scotland?   

 

With the fallout from COVID-19 pandemic ongoing, it seems unclear. Yet we are 

passionate about students receiving accessible and valuable university education as 

well as an enjoyable university experience. We believe that the voices 

of students and staff voice are instrumental in achieving this aim. It is these shared 

values, and our experiences of being undergraduate students at a Scottish university 

during this pandemic, which brought our team together to investigate the effects of 

COVID-19 on students and what improvements can be made.  

   

At the heart of this report are the experiences and recommendations of the diverse 

undergraduate student cohort and university teaching community in Scotland. Our 

research showed us that during this time, expectations regarding university 

education have not been fulfilled. We therefore seek to bring to light the ways in 

which students’ experiences have been affected. Now more than ever it is crucial we 

listen to this feedback given by those who have been impacted in order to identify 

the best way forward. In doing so, this report aims to help bridge the gap in 

communication between universities, teaching staff and students, and support 

collaboration when making future learning plans.   
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We hope you find this report an insightful read, and that it inspires you to question 

how Scottish universities can continue to best support their undergraduate students 

during such unprecedented times.   
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Research Methods  

 

We decided to concentrate our research on undergraduate university students as we 

have first-hand experience of this during the COVID-19 pandemic, and due to the 

fact that there are more first degree than postgraduate students in the UK (HESA, 

2019). We have also chosen to focus on universities in Scotland as our team all study 

here, and we recognised that universities around the UK are structured differently.  

  

Three key stages of research shaped our policy proposals. Our team began by 

exploring the existing literature, including media discourse and 

academic reports, regarding COVID-19 and its impact 

on university education in Scotland. Of the whole university experience, two aspects 

became apparent in our research as problematic for undergraduate students across 

Scotland. Firstly, students have been disappointed with the academic 

education they received during the pandemic, whether cancelled or moved online. 

Secondly, we identified dissatisfaction in how universities were communicating their 

decisions to students.   

   

Having identified these two key areas of focus, we began conducting primary 

research. We created an online survey using Google Forms to gather information 

from undergraduate students studying at Scottish universities. This was distributed 

online through social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, as well as by 
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emailing stakeholders who were able to share it further. To date, we have 

documented 183 responses from students at 13 universities across 

Scotland. Respondents came from a range of academic disciplines, year groups and 

socio-economic backgrounds. 42% of participants had completed their second year of 

studies in the 2019/20 academic year. The survey contained a range of open-ended 

and answer selection questions, asking participants for their opinions on how 

COVID-19 impacted different aspects of their academic life, their experience moving 

to online learning platforms and how their university has communicated to 

them about learning and assessment. The qualitative and quantitative data recorded 

from this survey is used throughout this report. This survey reinforces the themes 

we had considered throughout our literature research and highlights key issues 

faced by students studying at Scottish universities, proving the need for policy 

reform.  

  

We also conducted a survey of teaching staff in Scotland about their confidence in 

conducting online teaching to a high standard and how satisfied they are with 

communication at their university during the pandemic. This allowed us to compare 

and contrast the experience of students with that of the staff conducting teaching. 23 

people participated in this survey and, whilst this is not a large enough number to be 

able to draw general themes, the qualitative data gained from this survey is 

insightful and therefore is used in this report.   We felt this was important in order to 

have broader grasp of what was occurring behind the scenes and some issues that 

teaching staff faced.     
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We must acknowledge that the situation regarding COVID-19 

and university education is evolving fast. More information has been uncovered 

whilst writing this paper, and more will be brought to light after its publication. 

However, we feel that we are at a point in our research where we can communicate 

our findings to start to enact changes across Scotland. Our findings and policy 

proposals are discussed below.    
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Discussion 

 

Section 1: Academic Education 

 

1.1 Key Findings 

1.2 Analysis of Delivery of Classes and Student Engagement 

1.3 Analysis of Access to Academic Resources and Facilities 

1.4 Analysis of Assessments 

 

 

Section 2: Communication 

 

2.1 Key Findings 

2.2 Analysis of Methods of Communication 

2.3 Analysis of Clarity and Extent of Communication 
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Section 1: Academic Education 

 

1.1 Key Findings   

   

• According to our survey, 38% of students felt that the pandemic had a very 

significant impact on the delivery of teaching.  

• Academic productivity and motivation clearly suffered after in-person 

teaching ceased – 78% of students reported their productivity levels were 

lower compared to pre-pandemic, and 83% noted their motivation levels were 

lower too.  

• 62% of students noted that their access to academic facilities was significantly 

affected by the pandemic.  

• In terms of the impact on assessment, there was a largely even split between 

students who were assessed by exams moved online during the 

pandemic (51%), and those who were not (49%). A significant number of 

students noted they preferred online exams to in-person ones. 

• Issues highlighted by teaching staff in our survey included the workload 

increase of moving learning online, lack of training and support on how to 

use online platforms effectively, and concerns about how online learning 

cannot offer the same level of engaging learning experience to students as in-

person classes.  
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1.2 Analysis of Delivery of Classes and Student Engagement  

     

Before COVID-19, teaching at universities in Scotland was delivered in-person by 

staff through various types of class. The main types were:   

    

• Lectures. Weekly content presentations by teaching staff to students. 

These normally last an hour and require little engagement from students 

apart from notetaking. Presentation slides or notes are often provided to 

accompany the lecture. Some university departments also record 

lectures.     

• Discussion sessions such as tutorials or seminars. These are smaller groups 

of students led by a tutor on a weekly or biweekly basis, lasting for one to 

two hours. Students discuss certain topics or exercises they were asked to 

complete in advance.     

• Practical learning sessions such as workshops, laboratory classes, studio 

sessions and fieldwork.        

    

All in-person classes ceased due to the pandemic and the delivery of the remaining 

classes was therefore dependent on the individual responses of each university and 

their departments. As a result, students had mixed experiences of the delivery of 

teaching. Overall, our student survey showed that 38% of students felt COVID-19 

had a very significant impact on the delivery of their classes.     
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 Figure 1: Impact of COVID-19 on delivery of teaching according to our student survey 

respondents    

     

Some students experienced the cancellation of all types of class with no online 

replacement. 9%  of the 10,000 student participants in the National Union of 

Students (Scotland) survey reported that their university did not provide online 

learning after universities closed in-person (NUS Insight, 2020), despite having 

remaining teaching weeks left of the academic year.  
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 “The rest of my courses were not taught, and it seems that I have a big gap in my 

knowledge” 

- 2nd year Politics and Social Policy student at The University of 

Edinburgh    

    

The cancellation of practical contact hours such as laboratory and studio sessions 

were particularly common as replicating this experience online proved difficult. 

Some students therefore lost out on valuable learning experiences. This may impact 

students as they continue throughout university as they do not have the knowledge 

which future courses often build on.  

    

Where teaching was moved online, it appears student engagement in classes 

suffered. In our survey of university students, 83% of students have felt less 

motivated since the move to online delivery. This is evidence that, for many, in-

person classes are a key contributor to students’ academic motivation. 78% of 

students also reported lower levels of productivity since the transition to online 

learning. Student survey respondents noted that the lack of face-to-face interaction, 

routine, and interactivity in online classes as well as an increase in self-teaching and 

perceiving participation scarier or more awkward when online contributed to 

their decreased motivation, concentration and engagement. Another issue is that 

online classes have been shown to be more emotionally exhausting than in-person 

teaching. One research paper found that students must ‘work harder to process non-

verbal cues like facial expressions, the tone and pitch of the voice and body 

language’ (Jiang, 2020). Isolation and disconnection were common themes in our 

research. 
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“It was more the learning environment and feeling ‘alone’ which created a downside 

to online learning” 

- 1st year Education and French student at the University of Stirling   

   

“Doesn’t feel natural. Difficult to motivate myself when I’m just sitting in my room 

on a computer to “learn” all day”   

- 3rd year Mechanical Engineering student at the University of Glasgow  

   

   

 

Figure 2: Impact of COVID-19 on productivity, motivation and course understanding 

according to our student survey respondents    
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A range of online platforms were employed by universities to deliver classes online, 

including video conferencing tools such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams and Skype 

allowing for live delivery, and platforms for posting recorded lectures and 

tutorials such as Blackboard/ Learn, Moodle and YouTube (Appendix 1).        

     

Regarding lectures, students in our research found Zoom and Microsoft Teams most 

effective for online delivery. Reasons for this included the opportunity to 

ask questions throughout with an instant response from the lecturer, and live 

delivery which created structure in their week enabling consistent learning. On the 

other hand, the provision of recorded lectures was generally seen as less 

effective due to the lack of interactivity with lecturers and peers, having no 

opportunity to ask questions during lectures, inconsistent posting of pre-recorded 

lectures leading to build ups and haphazard learning, and the use of lectures from 

previous academic years with out-of-date information. Moreover, researchers have 

found that video lectures do not provide the opportunity for lecturers to ‘respond to 

their audience’s level of attention… by varying the pace of delivery or introducing 

short group discussions to enhance engagement’ and check understanding (Rennick-

Egglestone, 2015). This is an issue with both online live and pre-recorded lectures as 

lecturers cannot see the students in their class. A minority of survey respondents did 

however comment that recorded lectures helped increase their understanding of 

courses and are more accessible.     

    

“As a student with specific learning difficulties, learning online, at my own pace and 

taking breaks as and when I need has been very beneficial”     

- 2nd year Chemical Physics student at The University of Edinburgh    
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Discussion type classes such as tutorials and seminars provide an opportunity for 

students to apply new knowledge through exercises and discussion, test 

understanding, learn from other students’ approaches and clarify concepts with 

peers and tutors (The University of Leicester, 2009). It has also been noted that 

discussion groups as part of learning at universities develop students’ employability 

by improving their communication and teamwork skills (The University of Leicester, 

2009).      

    

Video conferencing tools, such as Microsoft Teams, have been relatively successful 

in achieving these goals as they allow live discussions and support face-to-face 

delivery. This most closely replicates in-person discussion classes. However, 

students have reported problems such as lack of attendance, not knowing when to 

speak and technological issues as a result of using online platforms. 

   

“Microsoft teams for seminar - good for the lecturing style but terrible for 

communication with fellow students - no one feels comfortable speaking up”   

- 3rd year English Literature and History student at The University of 

Edinburgh    

     

Another method of delivering discussion classes by universities online has been 

via written discussion forums. Student survey participants cited a lack of student 

and staff participation in these forums, delayed responses which did not imitate in-

person conversations and, as a result, stifled discussion and failed to support 

learning. Some also mentioned that such forums were difficult and confusing to use.  
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“Blackboard (written discussion) forums for tutorials weren’t nearly as effective as 

face to face communication. Response times and limited participation made 

Blackboard a poor replacement for tutorial learning”      

- 2nd year History and Politics student at The University of 

Edinburgh     

    

Due to ineffective online learning platforms, students have been deprived of what is 

consistently recognised as a key aspect of classes – a learning ‘community’. Peer 

support and discussion is recognised as a vital element in an online learning 

environment (Fisher & Baird, 2005) and universities transitioning learning online did 

not appear to facilitate the creation of such communities.     

   

“Learning by yourself at home is more difficult as you don’t always have someone 

to chat to and discuss topics with”   

- 2nd year Maths and Physics student at the University of Strathclyde  

  

Overall, the problems highlighted by students regarding the delivery of their classes 

illustrates how the extent and quality of students’ classes suffered as a result of the 

pandemic.  

  

Teaching Staff Perspectives  

  

A key issue which has arisen regarding the delivery of all types of classes online is 

the varying level of experience staff had of teaching online pre-

pandemic (Betts, 2009).      
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“This is basically an experiment as very few of us have tried extensive online 

interaction with students before”     

- Staff member at The University of Edinburgh  

   

A recurrent comment in our staff survey was also a lack of training and support on 

how to use the online platforms to teach and engage students effectively. Indeed, 

37% of student survey participants reported that lack of staff familiarity with online 

learning platforms was a barrier to their productivity during the pandemic.  Little 

opportunity to choose their preferred online platforms was also noted as 

problematic, as well as an increased workload of moving everything online. 

  

Overall, staff raised the same concerns as students regarding the impact of the move 

to online classes on student engagement. Generally, as students suggested, it was felt 

that the quality of education students received online is much lower than that 

received in-person.  

   

“The remote element of teaching using online platforms will disengage the students 

from the learning experience, regardless of how many face-to-face (via camera) 

options exist. There are just too many distractions, even within the teaching tools 

(eg chat, boards, video etc.)”      

- Staff member at The University of Edinburgh  

   

Fundamentally, online classes and in-person classes face different challenges in 

delivering quality, content and maximising student engagement. A staff survey 
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participant’s views neatly summarise the need for a change of approach to the use of 

online platforms and moving classes online to mitigate further problems for student 

learning:     

    

“Choose the right tool for the job, rather than trying to adapt the job to the tool”     

- Staff member at The University of Edinburgh  
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1.3 Analysis of Access to Academic Resources and Facilities  

   

During the pandemic, some students were not able to access online classes. 

Accessing such classes was only possible if students had the appropriate technology, 

for example laptops and adequate internet, yet 8.2% of students said a barrier to 

their productivity during the pandemic was lack of internet access.     

    

“My internet connection is poor and I struggled to access live classes”     

- 4th year History and Sociology student at The University of 

Edinburgh     

      

In-person teaching also equalises access to classes by providing designated learning 

spaces such as lecture halls, classrooms and laboratories accessible to all students. 

These were inaccessible during the pandemic, and students had to swap these with 

their own learning environments varying in noise levels, distractions and desk space 

to watch lectures and participate in tutorials. 47.8% of student survey participants 

cited lack of appropriate or quiet workspaces at home as a barrier to their 

productivity during the pandemic. Indeed, changing from multiple environments 

for different types of learning and classes to a single one could have a negative effect 

on students’ mental health according to the self-complexity theory, whereby we 

have ‘context-dependent social roles, relationships, activities and goals – we find the 

variety healthy’ (Jiang, 2020).  

    

International students studying abroad at universities in Scotland who returned 

home were also detrimentally affected by the transition to online teaching. 2.7% of 
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student participants noted time zone difficulties were a barrier to their productivity 

during the pandemic. With live lectures or discussion-sessions, international 

students found themselves unable to access classes at suitable hours.   

    

 

 

Figure 3: Barriers to productivity during the pandemic according to our student survey 

respondents      

   

As well as online classes, students have faced difficulties accessing academic 

resources. Books, journals and articles available in university libraries and virtual 

resources accessed through online databases supplement lectures and are used in 

preparation for tutorials as well as for independent further reading and research for 

assessments. When universities suspended in-person teaching as a result of COVID-

19, university buildings, including libraries, were also closed. 66% of student survey 

participants indicated that COVID-19 moderately, significantly or very significantly 

impacted their access to academic resources. In order to help students continue their 
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studies, some resources were made available online that weren’t before, whilst 

others were not, as evident from our student survey.     

    

“The library struggled to get online versions of relevant books leading to gaps of 

knowledge”     

- 2nd year Law and Spanish student at The University of Edinburgh     

    

 

Figure 4: Impact of COVID-19 on access to academic resources and university facilities 

according to our student survey respondents    
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It is obvious from these numbers that COVID-19 has heightened the issue of 

having books, journals and articles that are inaccessible online.  

    

Censorship and restrictions of materials in different countries is another aspect of 

this topic which needs to be considered. The NUS mentioned the challenges 

that international students are facing to the Education Committee, stating that 

many students:      

    

“are unable to access content because of restrictions in their home countries and, 

therefore, unable to complete their courses or get the same quality of learning as 

their colleagues” (UK Parliament, 2020).      

    

Indeed, 7% of students in our survey commented that lack of access to certain 

content was a barrier to their productivity. As 57% of students reported that they 

were living away from their usual term-time residence in a report this past June 

(Hewitt, 2020), if this continues into the 2020/21 academic year, it will be 

even more crucial for students to be able to access university resources online. It is 

key that students can obtain these in order to maximise the learning experience and 

perform to the best of their abilities in assessments. International students 

should also not be put at a disadvantage because they cannot obtain key resources 

due to the country they are studying from.     

     

Teaching Staff Perspectives   
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In our survey, staff also raised concerns about the inequalities among the student 

population regarding access to university classes. Staff experienced these issues 

themselves in terms of access to effective technology, internet access and a quiet 

workspace. This may have impacted on their ability to teach effectively:  

   

“Main issues were unstable internet connections of tutors that made a continuous 

conversation impossible”     

- 2nd year Computer Science and Mathematics student at The 

University of Edinburgh     

   

“I do most of this on an aging and noisy laptop, on my kitchen desk. Some 

colleagues in other institutions (especially the US based ones) have by now three 

screen, professional mic and cameras, tailor made lectern/ desks, whitescreens and 

fast enough computers to support virtual backgrounds”  

- Staff member at The University of Edinburgh     

   

The move online has therefore resulted in the creation and exacerbation of 

inequalities regarding access to teaching, and participating in, university classes.     
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1.4 Analysis of Assessments 

  

Before the pandemic, traditional exams would be taken by hundreds of students in 

university buildings over a couple of hours. As universities closed in-person, 49% of 

student survey participants noted they had no exams, some of which were cancelled. 

51% reported that they did have exams which were moved online.     

    

Those students who did sit examinations online saw a range of assessment styles 

implemented according to their university and department. By far the most popular 

form of assessment among universities was 48-hour online exams, however some 

students were given as little as 3 hours to complete online exams and some as long 

as 7 days. The majority of these assessments were open book and usually took the 

form of multiple-choice tests and/or essays. Many students were satisfied by the 

move to open book online examinations, responding to our survey by saying that 

they would like to see this form of assessment used more often in the future. This is 

because they allow students to focus on showcasing their understanding as opposed 

to serving as a memory test, as was argued traditional exams do.  

    

“Online open book exams given all day to complete I feel allow students a better 

opportunity to show what they actually know and demonstrate their learning better 

than closed book timed exams [which] can cause undue stress”     

-  3rd year Law student at the Abertay University   

    

Whilst the majority of students agreed these examinations were a fair form of 

assessment given the circumstances of the pandemic, some argued more continuous 
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assessment could be put in place for future years to prevent grades being heavily 

weighted on online examinations. For example, one student survey participant 

stated:     

    

“They released a paper and then we have between 2 and 7 days to complete it. I feel 

it was fair given the circumstances however if more continuous assessment had been 

in place before it wouldn’t have been necessary”    

- 4th year Chinese and German student at The University of 

Edinburgh      

        

However, some students found online exams unfair. One of the most frequently 

cited reasons was a lack of consistency in the difficulty level compared to previous 

years. To compensate for the extended time periods students could work on exams 

and their open book nature, many students argued that their examinations were 

harder than previous years. Others, in particular those assessed using multiple 

choice tests, believed their examinations were too easy compared to previous years 

and that they spent unnecessary time revising. This issue is particularly significant 

because it could create unfair disparities in grades across courses dependent on the 

form of assessment used and students picking courses based on exam difficulty 

rather than what they are interested in.   

      

Another reason for dissatisfaction was that students had been preparing for 

traditional examinations throughout the semester, which often require a significant 

amount of memorising, to see this style of assessment overturned relatively close to 
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their exam date. For example, one student survey participant raised concern that 

they struggled to know how to study effectively for this new style of examination.     

   

“Exams were given 48 hours to finish. I believe this was fair but it was harder to 

study for them given the fact that I was confident that I would have books with me 

to read from while doing the exam”     

-  2nd year Law student at The University of Edinburgh      

   

Another key issue raised by students surveyed was integrity in online examinations. 

Whilst many students were asked to sign academic honesty forms, there are not the 

same guards as are possible in-person, such as invigilators and single desks.   

    

For students who had their exams cancelled with no online substitute, a variety of 

alternative grading systems were used. Some student survey participants noted that 

their pre-pandemic coursework determined their entire grade. Many students were 

dissatisfied with this as they did not know that this coursework would have such a 

significant weighting when completing it, and could have allocated more time to 

working on this if they knew the impact it would have. Additionally, some students 

thought this was not enough information to accurately represent their abilities. 

    

“We were assessed on one multiple choice test that was completed near the 

beginning. Not really a fair representation”  

- 1st year Applied Sports Science student at The University of 

Edinburgh      
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Other student survey participants noted that instead of the traditional letter grading, 

their whole grade was changed to either a Pass or a Fail. Whilst some students felt a 

sense of relief having had their learning suffer following the move to online learning, 

many students admitted they therefore didn’t focus as much on their studies as they 

otherwise would have. Some students also felt disappointed that their efforts and 

grades throughout the academic year will now not be recognised. Ultimately, this 

may come to impact students’ motivation for the 2020-21 academic year.  

  

Teaching Staff Perspectives  

   

Teaching staff also raised issues regarding moving in-person exams online. 

Specifically, the short timeframe, adapting them to ensure they were as fair as 

possible for students, with little experience having done it before and alongside 

trying to move teaching online as well. 

     

“It is a steep learning curve”     

- Staff member at The University of Edinburgh  

   

“Trying to prepare for exams when teaching hasn’t been sorted out”     

- Staff member at the University of Strathclyde  

   

With such a rapid and major change in assessment forms, the experiences of 

students being assessed in the academic year 2019-2020 were therefore in part 

shaped by the difficulties faced by teaching staff too.  
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Section 2: Communication 

 

2.1 Key Findings   

    

• Email is the preferred form of communication for students – it is felt to be 

most clear. However, communication through universities’ own internal 

online platform/system was also found to be helpful as an additional means 

of communication.   

• According to our survey, only 43.2% of students felt that communications 

from their university during the final semester of the 2019-2020 academic year 

made them feel up-to-date and informed with regards to how teaching and 

assessments would be conducted.    

• Many students felt confused or uniformed (44.8% and 43.2% 

respectively) upon communications regarding how teaching and assessments 

will be conducted in the 2020-21 academic year, with worries centring around 

university life and how teaching will run.    

• Highlighted issues included:    

 

1. Inconsistencies in communication from different levels of university 

administration   

2. Slow communication of information, leading to confusion   
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3. Irrelevant information being reported whilst details 

regarding academic learning were largely disregarded.    
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2.2 Methods of Communication    

   

Based on our survey, almost all students received communication from their 

university about the changes to their university experience from March 2020 by 

email. Most found this was the most helpful means of communication between 

universities, teaching staff and students. Some of the reasons given by respondents 

for this were: it is the most direct means of communicating, it is a separate 

communication platform from their personal communication platforms, and it was 

easy to check for information.  

 

Additionally, more than half of the students stated that their 

universities communicated with them through their own internal online platform.  

 

Some respondents also found communication through their university’s internal 

online platform helpful as an addition to emails. Respondents also mentioned that 

they found information through their university’s official website and social media 

platforms, yet this was a far smaller portion of respondents.  
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Figure 5: Platforms used for communication with students by universities according to our 

student survey respondents    
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2.3 Clarity and Extent of Communication Methods    

  

The clarity of the information contained in the communications received by students 

and the frequency with which universities communicated to students varied 

according to department and university. Overall, only 43% of respondents felt up-to-

date and informed by their communications from their university about their 

learning and assessment in the final semester of the 2019-2020 academic year. Based 

on our survey, 38% of respondents were left confused, 26% felt uninformed with 

regards to information regarding academics and assessments, and 30% felt 

overwhelmed. Among students that provided additional feedback, respondents felt 

frustrated, let down and even stressed based on the communication they got from 

their university.     

   

 Figure 6: How students felt about the communications received from their university 
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regarding learning and assessment in the final term of academic year 2019-2020, according 

to student survey respondents    

    

We also asked how communication from their university made them feel about their 

learning and assessment for the upcoming academic year. Less respondents stated 

they felt up-to-date and informed when compared to communication during the 

pandemic. The same trend was seen with regards to how overwhelmed students felt 

about their academic education for the upcoming year. In contrast, more 

respondents presented feelings of confusion and being uninformed (44.8% 

and 43.2% respectively).   

   

Figure 7: How students feel about the communications received from their university 
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regarding learning and assessment in the upcoming academic year 2020-2021, according to 

our student survey respondents    

   

There were a variety of reasons given for this by student survey participants. Firstly, 

inconsistencies in the provision of information at different levels of the university, 

leading to mixed and contradictory messages. While some students mentioned that 

this is understandable if one considers the circumstances at hand, this was still cited 

as a source of confusion and worry for students.  

   

“There was sometimes different messages from the school and central 

university. For example, we were told by the school we would have 24 hours for an 

exam, then a couple of days later the central university said all exams would have 48 

hours”   

- 3rd year Chemistry student at The University of Edinburgh  

   

There were also issues with delays in communicating information to students. Late 

communications created confusion and uncertainty regarding how 

everything would be conducted.  

   

“Not leaving it till last minute to inform us as to what is actually happening. I 

understand they want to finalise things before informing students on what will 

happen, but even sending an e-mail explaining more in depth […] what is being 

discussed and how things are looking to go ahead”     

- 3rd year Law student at Abertay University    
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Another key issue highlighted by students were vague communications which did 

not provide any concrete information about the changes being made to students’ 

university experience, and what they could expect in the coming weeks or months:  

   

“Very repetitive, not much detail, lot of text with not much information”  

- 3rd year Maths student at the University of Strathclyde   

   

Lastly, students noted that there were issues with the relevancy of the information 

being provided. In particular, receiving the same email more than once, being the 

incorrect recipient of an email and emails containing irrelevant information. This 

again led to confusion and stress.  

  

It must also be noted that how we communicate online is different to how 

we communicate in-person. In a study on this, participants predicted the recipients 

of their emails would 78% of the time interpret the tone correctly, however only 56% 

of the time they were correct (Betts, 2009). This means there is more room 

for misinterpretation when communicating online. This may be an additional factor 

in causing students’ dissatisfaction with the communications received from their 

university.   

  

Teaching Staff Perspectives   

   

While not many respondents mentioned having issues with the vagueness, 

consistency and frequency of communication and information provision at a 

departmental level, some respondents noted these issues arose when it came to 
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information coming from central university levels or information being provided by 

senior management. 

   

“There is tension between school-level and university-level communications. 

Schools know best how to communicate with their students and higher-level 

messages have sometimes been confusing because of their generality”     

- Staff member at The University of Edinburgh    

   

“In relation to last semester's assessment there was a complete disconnect between 

the policy advertised to students by the central university and faculty requirements. 

This, understandably, left a lot of students stressed, confused and upset. Staff don't 

always receive the same communications as students, which makes it difficult to 

address questions that students have”     

- Staff member at the University of Strathclyde    

   

Further issues included delays and setbacks in the decision-making process of how 

teaching will run, along with a lack of detail to the information being provided and a 

lack of information itself.  

   

It therefore appears that improvements need to be made to the frequency, 

consistency, relevancy and detail of the communications received by students from 

their university.  
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Policy Recommendations 

 

The below policy recommendations are divided into those relevant for the short-

term, and to the long-term. With the pandemic ongoing at the time of press and the 

upcoming academic year fast approaching, the short-term recommendations are 

focused on improving the learning and communication experience for students if, as 

is likely, a virtual university experience is offered this year. The long-term 

recommendations refer to post-pandemic. These recommendations represent 

the overarching themes in the recommendations suggested by staff and students in 

our survey, and the results of secondary research.  

   

ACADEMIC EDUCATION      

Short-Term 

Recommendations   

Evaluation of online teaching tools used 

and increased training and support for students and 

staff to encourage user familiarity.  
 

Long-Term 

Recommendations   

Transition back to an in-person university education 

and enhance the in-person learning 

experience through relevant technology.    
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Table 1: Short- and long-term recommendations for improving academic education for 

undergraduate students in universities in Scotland  

  

  

COMMUNICATION      

Short-Term 

Recommendations   

Improve communication with students through a 

communication plan which will support regular, 

consistent, relevant and detailed communications.  

Long-Term  

Recommendations   

Improve internal communications within different 

levels of university to ensure consistency of 

information.    
 

 

Table 2: Short- and long-term recommendations for improving communications by 

universities in Scotland to their undergraduate students   
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Section 1: Policy Recommendations for Academic Education    

1.1 Delivery of Classes and Student Engagement  

  

In our student and staff surveys, we asked participants for their recommendations 

on how to improve the delivery of online classes and student engagement in the 

short-term. A common suggestion by students and staff was ensuring all types of 

class are delivered live, as this was felt to increase student engagement. The platform 

preferred was Zoom. Recommendations were also put forward to find platforms 

that feature chat bars and in particular, ways to ask questions during the class 

anonymously. The platform Hopin for example has a chat bar, presentation with 

video view and poll functions. Hopin has been used by Bright Network with over 

11,000 students using it at once.  Students also wanted to have both lectures and 

tutorials recorded, in case of inability to attend, for example due to time zones, and 

to fill gaps in notes.  

 

With discussion-type classes, many students recommended ensuring small class 

sizes to mitigate the difficulties of interacting online and increase confidence 

participating. Making attendance at such classes compulsory was also felt to 

necessary in order to successfully achieve their purpose, especially if written 

discussion forums are to be used.  Indeed, Rovai found that ‘when discussions were 

a graded component, there were significantly more discussions per student and a 

higher level of a sense of community’ (Fisher & Baird, 2005).     

     

Tackling the lack of interactivity students found in online learning was 

recommended by many. One possible route to make online learning more interactive 
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is to create intervals during online lectures with online tests. In a study wherein 

students where provided with a video lecture split into four parts with a break 

between each, it was found that students tested in the breaks on the section they had 

just learnt (tested group) achieved a higher mark in the final cumulative test (90%) 

compared to those who were tested only after the fourth section of the lecture (68%, 

non-tested group), and those provided with question and answer pairs in each 

interval (76%, restudy group). Furthermore, the tested group took more notes during 

the lecture than the restudy and non-tested groups, suggesting less instances of loss 

of concentration. The tested group also experienced less anxiety about the final 

cumulative test (Szpunar Khan & Schacter, 2013).    

   

“Frequent but short classes to keep up engagement, use of online quizzes and other 

resources as well as lectures”  

- 2nd year Sustainable Development with Politics and International 

Relations at The University of Edinburgh   

        

Alongside an evaluation of the online learning platforms used, a different learning 

environment calls for different ways of learning and teaching. There should perhaps 

be a move towards increased use of groupwork. The advantages of groupwork in an 

online learning environment combat the isolation faced by students when learning 

online, and also reflect workstyles in employment (Fisher & Baird, 2005). Examples 

given include small group projects, e-journals, reflection activities and ‘group book 

interpretation and reflection’ where students choose from a reading list and form 

groups to read, discuss and present findings (Fisher & Baird, 2005).  
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Furthermore, noted in our student survey were students’ feelings of a lack 

of direction in their learning. This has highlighted that perhaps traditional in-person 

learning is too teacher-led. The use of ‘authentic learning’ - practical learning 

through real world case studies and situations which allow students to apply their 

knowledge in a realistic way - are argued to be particularly effective in online 

learning (Herrington, Oliver & Reeves, 2003). The key attributes of authentic learning 

include; ‘real world relevance’ with professional workplace tasks, an undefined task 

so students have to project manage, the encouragement of interdisciplinary 

collaboration, crucially allowing for different approaches and interpretations to the 

task and not just a single, teacher-chosen approach (Herrington, Oliver & Reeves, 

2003). It is argued that this approach to teaching and learning allows for the ‘need to 

humanise the online experience with greater compassion, empathy and open-

mindedness' through groupwork (Herrington, Oliver & Reeves, 2003).  

   

The lack of peer support and academic community felt among students during the 

pandemic resulted in suggestions from many students to increase the number of 

discussion-type or question and answer sessions available to them. 

   

“Provide some sort of online office hours or online student academic support for 

each school”  

- 1st year Economics student at The University of Edinburgh  

   

By bringing students together more frequently to discuss academic issues, this 

would help create a greater sense of community. Indeed “research by McElrath and 

McDowell (2008) indicates that ‘community building in distance education is 
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important to a successful learning experience because it alleviates feelings of 

isolation for both students and faculty members’” (Betts, 2009).   

     

The majority of staff and student participants noted that they would find training on 

how to use online platforms beneficial. Methods used by a US university in 

implementing an online Masters course included a virtual orientation day for staff 

and students on the online tools (Betts, 2009). Other suggestions included:   

    

“Some dry runs of the learning tools with volunteer staff alternately playing the 

roles of lecturer and student to gain familiarity with the software - especially to 

identify the limitations of the software”   

- Staff member at The University of Edinburgh   

    

In terms of long-term changes, it was noted that staff and students would prefer to 

return to in-person teaching, as this was felt to be the most effective and engaging 

form of learning. In addition, an overwhelming number of students wanted to see 

recorded lectures made mandatory in their departments. Reasons cited for this 

included the ability to re-watch elements of the lecture that students did not 

understand or missed, and if they were unable to attend the lecture.  
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1.2 Academic Resources and Facilities   

   

In the short-term, for students in different time zones ensuring that all classes are 

recorded will be important. Adapting reading lists to include those which can be 

accessed online would help guard against some students who cannot access the 

university facilities being unfairly disadvantaged.   

    

“Upload learning materials such as textbooks/reading lists and books listed on these 

as can’t access library”  

- 1st year Architecture student at the University of Strathclyde  

   

It should also be noted that the Scottish Government has allocated £2,37,000.00 to 

Scottish universities for this upcoming academic year to “provide IT equipment to 

support students unable to access it financially and ‘bridge the digital divide’’ 

(Scottish Funding Council, 2020). Technology will be loaned to students after an 

application process at the discretion of their university.  

   

In the long-term, students noted they would prefer an increase in the number of 

resources available online.  
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1.3 Assessments   

   

In the short term, it was recognised that certainty as to the format an exam would 

take is important for students. It was therefore recommended that students are 

informed as soon as possible as to how they will be assessed for the upcoming 

academic year 2020-2021. Furthermore, keeping the difficulty level of online exams 

consistent with that in previous years would mitigate concerns students raised 

regarding their experience of online assessment during the pandemic.   

    

In the long term, many students note they would prefer a greater emphasis on 

continuous assessment throughout the year. Students also commented that they felt 

online tests, particularly open book ones, were a more representative assessment of 

their understanding of their course compared to traditional in-person exams. As 

such, it was suggested more such tests could be incorporated into the curriculum 

post-pandemic.  

   

“Examinations focused on understanding of material rather than rote learning, for 

example providing a sheet with key equations as part of the exam materials [would 

mitigate this]”  

- 3rd year Chemistry student at The University of Edinburgh   
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Section 2: Policy Recommendations for Communication    

   

As students appeared satisfied with the methods of communication used by their 

university, the recommendations centre around improving the clarity and extent of 

the information contained in those communications. Student survey participants 

focused primarily on the following aspects of such communications: their regularity, 

consistency, relevancy and detail.   

   

In terms of improving the regularity of communications to students, 

recommendations included having a communications schedule. Many students in 

our survey also mentioned that regular newsletters with announcements would be 

useful.     

   

Regarding consistency of the information contained in the communications from 

different departments and university-wide, briefing staff on changes implemented 

before students would help them to more adequately answer queries and 

agreeing university wide policy with departments before announcing changes 

would help to prevent mixed messages being sent to students.     

    

In terms of relevancy of communications, students suggested:  

   

“Use more advanced software solutions to eliminate multiple sending of e-mails and 

sending of e-mails to wrong recipients”     

- 2nd year  Computer Science and Mathematics student at 

The University of Edinburgh    
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It is also important to note that tailoring communications to students can be a way to 

combat the lack of individuality students feel when receiving information online, as 

compared to in-person. Indeed, “personalized communication creates a supportive, 

nurturing, and respectful working and learning environment” (Betts, 

2009). Addressing the recipient by name in emails is an example of this (Betts, 2009).  

  

To improve the detail within the communications, suggestions 

include summarising plans for the next academic year in a general email, or putting 

key decision points in a concise bullet point list at the top of an email. This may help 

diminish confusion regarding the information being communicated.  

  

Lastly, in order to create better communication between students and staff, it is 

important that students can voice their opinions on issues such as how courses are 

taught as well as if they feel informed about decisions their university is 

making. Regular surveys of students could be one way to gauge student satisfaction 

and create better communication between the student body and department heads. 

However, one issue with this is survey fatigue and so universities may also want to 

consider making more use of student representatives who are able to voice the 

concerns of their peers (Waddington, 2010). Universities should increase awareness 

surrounding student representatives and ensure that students know who their 

representatives are and how they can contact them. 

   

“Actually communicate, don’t dictate. Students are an invaluable source [of 

information] that should have been used to help shape how they felt their learning 
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would most benefit/aid them. By entering into a dialogue, teaching and 

communication could have left students feeling confident about the quality of 

teaching they can expect to experience. Instead, countless students feel undervalued 

and sceptical about the quality of teaching they can expect when/if they return”     

- 2nd year History and Politics student at The University of Edinburgh    

   

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

  

Buchanan Institute |51 

 

 

Target Groups and Next Steps  

 

 

The key target groups and stakeholders we hope to engage with are Scottish 

universities (as entities); teaching staff at such universities and the undergraduate 

students that attend them. Getting in contact with these three key groups to get 

feedback, data and information is important, as it helps generate a more accurate 

depiction of how universities and students responded to the challenges linked to 

COVID-19 and will later aid in communicating with these groups to promote our 

recommendations.    

   

It is our hope to involve Scottish universities – especially through students’ 

associations and colleges, schools and/or departments. This would be through 

discussions on how to improve the provision of efficient and effective online 

platforms for teaching and communication within the university and between the 

university and students. While this involvement is important throughout the 

research process (to best ensure we provide suitable recommendations), it is 

particularly necessary when it comes to lobbying in favour of 

the recommendations, we make above. Contacting teaching staff and giving them a 

platform to communicate how they have adapted to the situation at hand is 

important in order to get feedback on what suitable implementation of policy 

recommendations could look like. It is equally important to involve students in both 
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the research and lobbying process, as the personal experiences and perceptions of 

students are important to our research and to our recommendations.    

   

In addition, we also hope to engage other actors in discussions regarding our 

research and recommendations. Firstly, it is our belief that engaging with the 

Scottish Government may be helpful in targeting education policies that seek to have 

Scotland-wide impact on higher education teaching under strenuous circumstances. 

From this point of view, it would be beneficial to get in touch with those involved in 

implementing the Coronavirus (COVID-19) - Further and Higher Education 

Sustainability Plan, which holds as a key action “Working with colleges and 

universities to restart activities safely” (Scottish Government, 2020).    

   

Secondly, we also hope to get in contact with teachers and students unions in order 

to initiate further discussions regarding our research and to lobby our 

recommendations to a broader audience. Some organisations we intend on 

contacting are: the Educational Institute of Scotland (EIS), currently the largest 

teaching union in Scotland (The Educational Institute of Scotland, 2020), the 

National Union of Students (NUS) Scotland, which “work[s] to promote, defend and 

extend the rights of students” (NUS Scotland, 2020) and the University and College 

Union (UCU) Scotland – which “work[s] with and influence[s]: [1] Universities 

Scotland [2] the Scottish Funding Council [3]Scottish media [4] NUS Scotland [and 5] 

Scottish representative bodies’, as well as has experience ‘lobbying the Scottish 

parliament and ‘working with the Scottish government and MSPs’ (University and 

College Union, 2020). 
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Lastly, online learning resource providers – e.g. Blackboard, Zoom, etc. – can be a 

helpful point of contact to give feedback regarding their services and to gather 

information on how to best adapt the services for use in online learning. Contacting 

such providers has the potential to aid us in better understanding the extent of the 

services available and how they can be best utilized by both university teaching staff 

and undergraduate students to 1) create an effective and efficient productive 

learning environment, and 2) improve the communication of information regarding 

academic matters.    

 

After publication, we aim to prioritise raising awareness of the afore mentioned 

policies within the Scottish university setting. This will include immediately 

working with key actors to implement our two short term policy suggestions within 

the university setting in order to improve the academic attainment and welfare of 

students for the upcoming academic year 2020-2021.  

 

The prioritisation of our short-term policy recommendations, in order to implement 

them this year and mitigate the immediate effects of COVID-19, is vital. Once this 

academic year has passed, attention can turn towards the long term. In this stage, the 

aim is to campaign for and achieve an integration of the effective learning methods 

and structures which support student welfare that were discovered through this 

transition. The focus will remain on student welfare and academic attainment.    

In the 2020-2021 academic year, a fluid and adaptable model of education delivery 

will be vital in order to adapt to the everchanging effects of the pandemic in the 

local area. It is key to prioritise the solutions that can quickly mitigate the effects of 

the pandemic before prioritising more long-term changes. 



 
 

 

 

 

  

Buchanan Institute |54 

 

 

Implementation of policies will be based on a by university basis, in order to adapt 

to the range of courses and institutions involved. It is necessary to model execution 

of this around the recommendations themselves. Therefore, universities shall have to 

consider what policies they wish to implement and then implement accordingly. A 

continued dialogue with stakeholders, including students’ associations, universities, 

MPs and MSPs will be necessary to further awareness of the policy 

recommendations. The Scottish Charity Universities Scotland, social media 

platforms and student publications paired with petitions and websites will also help 

advance the policy recommendations. These can help disseminate information 

initiate conversation around our research and recommendations. This not only 

makes these actors helpful in procuring greater public support and engagement, but 

also helps incentivize policy discussions.    

 

There is a short time period in which to get fast acting policy implemented, in time 

for first semester of university. This may cause issues in an immediate 

implementation of polices in time for the beginning of the 2020-2021 academic year. 

In addition, a lack of access to actors and cooperation/communication in terms of 

implementing policy recommendations could delay execution on a wider scale.     

   

Furthermore, COVID-19 itself and the rapidly changing situation could derail some 

recommendations, as they rely on a certain phase of free movement that could, once 

again, become unattainable. This issue presents itself in both ways, and the situation 

could improve rapidly, causing certain suggested policies to become unnecessary as 

teaching could resume to a more normal level. The way these hurdles affect 
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implantation might make it necessary for universities to adapt the policies to their 

own current situation.    

   

The highly disruptive changes being implemented by necessity have caused higher 

education and the way in which education is executed to change drastically. 

However, this moment in time presents a unique opportunity to overhaul the 

delivery of this education to attain higher quality of academic teaching and student 

well-being. If harnessed correctly through the implementation of the polices 

suggested above, this could be a positive change for many.    
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Conclusion 

 

This report has sought to identify and raise awareness of the ways in 

which undergraduate students at universities in Scotland were affected by their 

university’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, in two aspects of the 

university experience: academic education and communication.   

  

Whilst it is recognised that universities had a short timeframe to change their in-

person model to support remote working, it is clear that the experience students 

received did not meet pre-pandemic standards. For the upcoming academic 

year which will likely include an online component, changes in these areas must be 

made to improve the online student experience. Driving the move away from the 

traditional university experience, the pandemic has also shown that in the long-term, 

the traditional university experience can be enhanced in various ways.    

   

To improve the academic experience, we propose:    

   

• In the short term, an evaluation of platforms and teaching methods used to 

ensure these are most effective for online learning, and increased training for 

staff and students on how to use these.  

• In the long term, a transition back to in-person teaching with an evaluation of 

how relevant technology can enhance the in-person learning experience.   
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To improve communication, we propose:   

  

• In the short term, a strong communication plan for communicating with 

students to focus on the regularity, consistency, detail and relevancy of 

communications to students.    

• In the long term, improve internal communications within different levels of 

university to ensure consistency of information and strengthen opportunities 

for student feedback.    

   

With the uncertain future of universities in Scotland, this report has been the result 

of a pressing need to review how, going forward, such universities can remain 

committed to providing a high standard of academic education to all their students. 

We will continue to raise awareness through discussions with key stakeholders, and 

work with Scottish universities to develop learning frameworks most effective for 

students and teachers during rapidly changing times.      
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Appendix 

 

 

Appendix 1: Online learning platforms used by universities according to student survey 

respondents   

 

 


