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Universities	challenged:	Time	for	transparency	
around	online	teaching	plans	
BRIEFING	PAPER	FOR	POLICYMAKERS		
	

Online	lectures	have	become	normalised	at	UK	universities	since	the	pandemic.	Time	is	of	
the	essence	to	provide	information	for	current	and	potential	students	about	how	courses	
will	be	taught	in	2022/23,	so	they	can	make	informed	consumer	choices	
	
16th	March	2022			

	
● It	is	estimated	that	two-thirds	of	UK	universities	are	still	not	providing	fully	face-to-

face	teaching	despite	the	removal	of	covid	restrictions.	Some	drift	back	to	face-to-
face	is	apparent	as	the	second	term	progresses,	but	this	is	far	from	uniform	
	

● Vague	and	ambiguous	information	from	institutions	is	making	it	impossible	for	
applicants	to	discern	how	their	course	will	be	delivered	in	September	
	

● There	is	little	evidence	of	intervention	or	enforcement	by	either	the	Office	for	
Students	(OfS)	or	Government,	despite	official	guidance	for	clarity	of	information	on	
course	delivery	
	

● Full	transparency	about	course	delivery	must	be	enforced,	with	2022/23	offer	
holders	given	the	opportunity	to	switch	offers	from	their	‘Firm’	or	‘Insurance’	choice	
should	the	proportion	of	face-to-face	learning	not	meet	their	expectations	
	

● Some	universities	appear	to	be	accelerating	plans	to	incorporate	online	tuition	
without	consultation	with	students	or	staff		
	

● Lengthy,	complicated	complaints	process	of	Office	of	the	Independent	Adjudicator	
for	Higher	Education	(OIAHE)	is	not	fit	for	purpose	for	protecting	consumer	rights	
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Students	need	clarity	on	proportion	of	face-to-face	teaching		

Although	universities	have	had	no	Covid	restrictions	stopping	them	from	delivering	full	face-to-
face	teaching	for	the	academic	year	2021/22,	online	lectures	remain	prevalent.	In	January	2022	
The	Times	reported	that	over	100	UK	universities	were	offering	some	form	of	‘blended	learning’,	
which	is	typically	a	mix	of	mostly	online	lectures	and	face-to-face	seminars.	This	is	confirmed	by	
our	own	research,	a	snapshot	at	17/2/22	of	146	university	websites	(available	on	request).		

Most	universities	have	not	made	detailed	course-specific	data	available	to	the	public	regarding	
online	teaching,	instead	providing	only	vague	or	ambiguous	information,	making	it	difficult	for	
prospective	students	to	ascertain	what	is	being	provided	at	each	institution.	From	information	
available	on	university	websites,	most	current	and	prospective	students	have	little	clarity	as	to	
how	much	of	their	course	will	be	face-to-face	or	online	for	the	2022/23	academic	year.		

This	situation	contradicts	guidance	from	the	Department	for	Education	(DfE)	calling	for	clarity	of	
information	to	student	‘consumers’,	designed	to	help	higher	education	providers	“to	offer	
students	a	full,	enriching	and	enjoyable	experience”:	

“In	accordance	with	the	OfS	guidance,	providers	should	communicate	clearly	to	their	
students	on	what	they	can	expect	from	planned	teaching	and	learning.	This	should	
include	different	scenarios;	one	based	on	the	current	circumstances,	and	one	based	on	
changes	that	would	be	made	in	response	to	changing	health	advice,	so	that	they	are	able	
to	make	informed	choices.	It	is	important	that	obligations	under	consumer	protection	
law	continue	to	be	met,	including	in	relation	to	information	provision,	terms	and	
conditions,	and	complaints	handling.”1	

In	an	article	entitled	‘Why	are	universities	being	allowed	to	be	vague	about	in-person	contact	
hours?’,	higher	education	journal	Wonkhe	poses	a	critical	question:	“If	there	is	deep,	systematic	
and	sector-wide	non-compliance	right	now	[with	regulatory	guidance	on	face-to-face	provision],	
why	aren’t	any	of	the	bodies	charged	with	actually	regulating	the	sector	and	securing	compliance	
taking	any	action?”.2	Indeed,	whilst	there	has	been	some	movement	back	to	face-to-face	tuition,	
there	is	little	sign	on	university	websites	that	institutions	intend	to	give	up	on	their	blended	
learning	models	without	intervention	by	regulators.	The	university	watchdog,	Office	for	Students	
(OfS),	commented,	“Our	focus	was	on	ensuring	that,	whether	online	or	face-to-face,	quality	was	
maintained,”3	showing	the	regulator’s	abstract	emphasis	on	quality,	not	method,	of	delivery	and	
a	disconnect	between	the	two.	

																																																								
1https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/105699
8/20220223_HE_guidance.pdf	
	
2	https://wonkhe.com/wonk-corner/why-are-universities-being-allowed-to-be-vague-about-in-person-contact-
hours-2/	
	
3	https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/annual-review-2021/#quality	
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This	Russell	Group	statement	from	19	January	2022	makes	it	clear	the	sector	considers	blended	
learning	to	be	a	positive	development	for	the	future:	“An	element	of	digital	learning,	which	was	
an	important	feature	of	university	courses	pre-pandemic,	will	continue…to	enhance	learning.”4	
Claims	by	sector	advocacy	organisation	Universities	UK	in	December	2001	echo	this,	going	so	far	
as	to	suggest	that	it	is	students’	desire	for	‘greater	flexibility’	which	is	behind	the	move	to	online	
provision:	“While	campuses	are	busy	with	students	again,	many	universities	are	exploring	how	
they	can	complement	and	enhance	students’	experience	by	drawing	on	the	lessons	we	learned	
during	the	pandemic.	The	pandemic	sped	up	work	happening	across	the	sector	for	several	years.	
Universities	have	been	expanding	online	and	digital	provision	because	students	want	greater	
flexibility.	It	can	also	improve	access	and	improve	the	quality	of	teaching	and	learning.”5		

	

The	position	of	students	and	providers		

Students	

Many	students	have	complained	about	the	lack	of	face-to-face	learning	at	their	institutions,	
setting	up	campaign	groups	such	as	‘KeepitReal	KCL’6	and	‘Put	Warwick	Students	First’7.	
Unfortunately,	these	efforts	have	been	disjointed,	lacking	coordinated	action	from	the	
National	Union	of	Students	(NUS).		

Unsurprisingly,	most	students	appear	to	want	in-person	learning,	seeing	it	as	central	to	their	
university	experience.	In	autumn	2021,	one	student	told	The	Times,	“It	was	hard,	it	can	get	
lonely	when	all	your	teaching	is	online.	You	can	download	the	lectures	and	watch	them	
again	but	it	is	just	not	the	same	as	being	in	a	room	with	a	lecturer	and	fellow	students	when	
you	can	discuss	and	ask	questions.”8	In	a	poll	carried	out	by	the	UPP	Foundation	in	October	
2021,	90%	of	students	said	they	would	strongly	or	somewhat	prefer	their	lectures	to	be	
delivered	in-person	where	content	is	also	recorded.9	Also,	75%	of	students	who	expressed	a	
preference	in	a	December	2021	poll	by	the	King’s	College	London	Student	Union10	voted	in	
favour	of	the	motion	‘KCLSU	calls	on	KCL	to	return	to	offering	all	lectures	in	person’.	

																																																								
4	https://russellgroup.ac.uk/news/blended-learning-at-russell-group-universities/	
	
5	https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/lessons-pandemic-making-
most	
	
6	https://www.kclsu.org/change/campaigns/current/keepitreal/	
	
7	https://www.facebook.com/putwarwickstudents1st/	
	
8	https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/universities-refuse-to-end-online-lessons-h5v3mcmwj	
	
9	https://upp-foundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/A-Student-Futures-Manifesto-Final-Report-of-the-
Student-Futures-Commission.pdf	
	
10	https://www.kclsu.org/news/article/6015/Students-votednbspFORnbspthe-motion-KCLSU-calls-on-KCL-to-
return-to-offering-all-lectures-in-person/	
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Subjects	such	as	Engineering	require	teamwork	through	group	projects	as	part	of	an	accredited	
course,	which	cannot	be	done	successfully	online.	Employers	need	people	who	can	interact	well	
with	others,	and	despite	being	digital	natives,	the	best	way	for	young	people	to	learn	people	skills	
is	by	doing	activities	face-to-face.	Online	learning	does	not	deliver	this;	adults	have	made	the	
online	world	of	the	past	two	years	work	due	to	prior	experience	of	the	necessary	face-to-face	
skills,	such	as	how	to	negotiate	with	colleagues.	

Nevertheless,	there	is	a	small	minority	of	students	who	are	supportive	of	online	lectures.	It	
is	claimed	that	online	tuition	can	be	helpful	for	students	with	disabilities,	or	mature	
students	with	families.	Worryingly,	however,	some	students	perceive	online	lectures	as	
easier,	or	requiring	less	attention,	than	in-person,	and	have	become	accustomed	to	not	
going	to	the	trouble	of	physically	attending	lectures.	There	is	a	wide	range	of	abilities	and	
maturity	levels	amongst	18–21-year-olds.	Without	a	formal	timetabled	structure,	students	
are	more	likely	to	be	disorganised	or	leave	learning	until	just	before	the	deadline	for	an	
assignment	or	exam.	This	can	lead	to	poorer	educational	outcomes,	impacting	student	
prospects.	In	addition,	with	high-quality	evidence	on	young	people’s	mental	health	showing	
that	socialisation	was	a	key	protective	factor	during	the	pandemic,11	it	is	vital	for	universities	
to	maintain	opportunities	for	students	to	meet	face-to-face.	

Academic	staff	

Whilst	some	lecturers	are	in	favour	of	face-to-face	lectures	on	principle,	others	seem	content	not	
to	have	to	physically	attend	lecture	halls.	The	University	and	College	Union	(UCU)	has	been	
supportive	of	lecturers	not	wishing	to	return	to	face-to-face	for	‘safety’	reasons.12	As	University	
of	Kent	Sociology	Professor	Frank	Furedi	wrote	in	February	2022,	“Too	many	of	my	former	peers	
in	academia	are	reluctant	to	return	to	real,	face-to-face	interaction	with	their	students.	They	
persist	in	online	teaching,	which	even	at	best	is	a	feeble	alternative.”13	It	is	remarkable	that	
lecturers	reluctant	to	restart	face-to-face	teaching	are	placing	so	little	value	on	in-person	
learning,	and	what	that	may	mean	for	the	future	of	their	profession.	Politics	Professor	Lee	Jones	
at	Queen	Mary	University	of	London	remarked	that	online	teaching	“harms	lecturers’	interest	as	
workers	by	allowing	teaching	to	be	farmed	out	–	or	even	for	dead	professors'	lectures	to	be	re-

																																																																																																																																																																												
	
11	https://collateralglobal.org/article/report-the-impact-of-pandemic-restrictions-on-childhood-mental-
health/	
12	https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/12277/Health--safety-guidance-for-UCU-reps-Jan-2022/pdf/ucu_covid-19-public-
health-measures_jan22.pdf	

‘Mechanisms	to	reduce	the	number	of	people	required	to	participate	in	on	site	activities	while	transmission	rates	are	
high	should	be	negotiated	with	the	local	UCU	branch.	This	will	allow	those	who	need	to	work	remotely	due	to	
increased	risk	factors,	isolation	or	caring	responsibilities	to	do	so,	whilst	also	enabling	those	who	cannot	or	do	not	
wish	to	work	remotely	to	access	safer	working	spaces.’	

13	https://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-10537027/Students-cheated-proper-teaching-Covid-pandemic-
writes-professor-FRANK-FUREDI.html	
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used”,	citing	an	example	at	Bristol	University	where	a	lecturer’s	recorded	material	was	used	
months	after	she	had	passed	away	from	cancer.14		

Dr.	Jones	was	a	signatory	to	a	letter	in	The	Telegraph	in	December	2021	urging	the	Government	
to	keep	universities	open	in	the	event	of	further	Covid	restrictions.	The	letter	from	82	academics	
representing	over	40	UK	universities,	including	Professor	of	Education	Dennis	Hayes	and	
Professor	of	Psychology	Ellen	Townsend,	an	expert	on	young	people’s	mental	health,	argued	
strongly	in	favour	of	continued	face-to-face	teaching:	“What	is	certain	is	that,	in	our	experience,	
online	education	is	vastly	inferior	to	face-to-face	teaching,	and	inflicts	serious	intellectual,	social	
and	psychological	harm	on	students.	Even	before	the	pandemic,	academic	research	had	already	
shown	that	these	harms	particularly	affect	struggling	students	and	those	from	deprived	socio-
economic	backgrounds.	Young	people	have	repeatedly	borne	the	heaviest	brunt	of	Covid-19	
restrictions,	despite	being	least	at	risk	from	the	virus.	We	cannot	fail	them	again.”15	

University	management		

There	may	be	potential	for	universities	to	achieve	cost	savings	by	moving	lectures	online,	as	well	
as	increase	revenue	by	selling	education	without	the	restrictions	of	physical	infrastructure	and	in-
person	lecturing	staff.	Education	Professor	Neil	Morris	at	the	University	of	Leeds	discussed	this	in	
April	2020:	

“Even	before	Covid-19,	decision	makers	in	universities	were	grappling	with	complex	discussions	
in	relation	to	campus-based	and	online	education	and	trying	to	identify	mechanisms	to	generate	
a	return	on	investment	from	campus-based	digital	technologies,	alongside	experimenting	with	
approaches	to	grow	their	online	education	portfolio.	Primarily,	this	was	because	universities	
were	looking	to	expand	and	increase	revenue	from	student	fees	(including	lucrative	international	
fees),	but	student	numbers	have	outgrown	the	physical	footprint	and	available	space	on	many	
university	campuses.”16		

This	strategy	would	appear	to	be	at	odds	with	the	intention	of	the	Government.	As	Higher	and	
Further	Education	Minister	Michelle	Donelan	stated	to	MPs	in	October	2021,	“Online	should	
never	be	used	as	a	cost-cutting	exercise	or	to	devalue	education	or	take	away	from	it,	and	that	
we’re	very	clear	on.”17	

Universities	have	claimed	that	being	oversubscribed	means	they	have	had	to	deliver	some	
lectures	online,	as	noted	in	The	Times	in	August	2021:	“Many	university	courses	will	be	
oversubscribed	and	some	will	use	the	excuse	of	being	able	to	squeeze	more	students	on	to	

																																																								
14	https://twitter.com/DrLeeJones/status/1498442415514005512?s=20&t=sCSh7cBNju_kZ_x2nwYqXQ	
	
15	https://www.telegraph.co.uk/opinion/2021/12/15/letters-scaremongering-announce-omicron-death-no-
data/	
	
16	https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/04/29/scaling-up-online-education-more-haste-less-speed/	
	
17	https://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-news/universities-online-learning-cut-costs-
b1946333.html	
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courses	as	a	reason	for	persisting	with	online	teaching”.18	However, this	shouldn’t	be	used	
as	an	excuse	to	deliver	online-only	teaching,	as	the	extra	revenue	that	being	oversubscribed	
entails	could	be	used	to	pay	for	extra	capacity	to	deliver	face-to-face	lectures	for	all. 

Regulators:	All	bark	and	no	bite?	

Office	for	Students	(OfS)	

OfS,	the	independent	regulator	of	higher	education	in	England,	has	overseen	universities	making	
this	wholesale	switch	to	online	lectures.	It	seems	that	the	OfS	is	content	as	long	as	universities	
demonstrate	that	‘quality’	is	not	diminished,	and	whether	they	are	online	or	face-to-face	isn’t	
important.	This	was	indicated	by	Nicola	Dandridge,	OfS	CEO,	in	December	2021:	“The	challenge	
for	all	of	us	now	is	to	identify	what	was	best	about	the	online	experience	that	was	so	abruptly	
forced	on	us,	and	expand	and	build	on	it	imaginatively	and	collaboratively,	while	resuming	the	in-
person	experience	that	students	tell	us	is	so	important	to	them.	For	now,	the	focus	of	the	OfS’s	
regulation	will	continue	to	be	on	the	quality	of	provision,	however	it	is	delivered.”19	

The	OfS	appears	to	have	largely	failed	to	enforce	its	own	guidelines,	which	state	that	universities	
need	to	be	clear	about	their	teaching	methods:	“Universities	and	colleges	must	give	students	
clear	and	timely	information	about	how	the	delivery	of	their	courses	will	change	next	year”.20	
This	has	resulted	in	new	terms	arising	describing	teaching	delivery,	such	as	‘blended	learning’,	
‘mixed-mode’,	‘hybrid’,	‘face-to-face	plus’	and	‘digitally-enhanced	tools’,	creating	confusion	and	
uncertainty	as	to	the	actual	experience	of	students.	

The	regulator’s	lack	of	intervention	seems	to	have	enabled	a	‘Wild	West’	environment	to	thrive	
in	regard	to	the	current	student	experience	as	well	as	the	2022/23	entry.	This	is	despite	OfS	CEO	
Nicola	Dandridge	having	predicted	this	problem	as	early	as	May	2020,	telling	MPs	on	the	
Education	Select	Committee	that	before	prospective	students	accept	university	offers	they	need	
to	know	"what	they	are	getting".	BBC	News	reported	that	“The	OfS	says	this	information	should	
be	provided	for	students	before	they	make	a	firm	choice	in	June	–	and	‘certainly	before’	the	
clearing	process	that	follows	students	getting	their	A-level	grades	in	August.”21	In	February	2022,	
Dandridge	suggested	that	universities	which	“promise	one	thing	and	deliver	another”	could	be	in	
breach	of	regulations	by	not	having	“due	regard	to	guidance	around	consumer	protection	law”.22	

Office	of	the	Independent	Adjudicator	for	Higher	Education	(OIAHE)	

The	complaints	process	has	been	promoted	as	the	remedy	for	any	student	not	happy	with	online	
teaching,	with	universities	minister	Michelle	Donelan	stating	in	committee,	“They	do	have	

																																																								
18	https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/universities-have-no-excuse-full-service-must-resume-t2p3mq388	

19	https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/annual-review-2021/	
20	https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/press-and-media/be-clear-to-students-on-
how-courses-will-be-taught-regulator-says/	
21	https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-52709516	
22	https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2022/02/18/universities-could-made-say-much-teaching-online/	
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consumer	rights.	Cross-reference	what	they	were	promised	versus	what	they	have.	If	they	are	
still	not	satisfied	with	the	complaint	they	can	take	it	to	the	OIA.”23	Yet	according	to	the	regulator,	
this	process	can	take	‘several	months’24,	with	for	example	arts	student	campaign	group	‘Pause	or	
Pay	UK’	publishing	an	open	letter	to	Donelan	stating	that	“937	students	at	the	RCA	who	
submitted	their	formal	group	complaint	in	May	2020	are	still	remaining	in	the	internal	complaints	
procedure	for	nine	months	and	counting.”25	

Such	a	process	is	unresponsive	and	time	consuming,	and	it	is	questionable	whether	the	OIAHE	
has	sufficient	processing	capacity.	If	only	a	small	fraction	of	the	2	million	students	at	UK	
universities	were	to	complain,	this	would	surely	amount	to	hundreds	of	thousands	of	cases.	We	
are	not	aware	of	a	single	settlement	relating	to	continued	online	teaching	for	academic	year	
2021/22,	due	to	how	long	it	takes	to	reach	an	outcome.	The	OIAHE	process	would	appear	
inappropriate	for	resolving	an	urgent	systemic	issue.		

Government	representatives	

Government	ministers	and	MPs	have	stated	their	intention	to	see	universities	return	to	face-to-
face	teaching,	but	with	little	evidence	of	intervention	to	ensure	this	takes	place.	Former	
Education	Secretary	Gavin	Williamson	told	a	Universities	UK	conference	in	September	2021	that	
universities	“cannot	ignore”	the	desire	from	students	for	in-person	teaching	to	return,	and	that	
lectures	must	not	be	moved	online	as	a	“cost-cutting”	measure.26	Williamson’s	successor	Nadhim	
Zahawi	has	been	very	forthright	on	this	issue,	with	The	Times	reporting	on	29	January	that	
“Zahawi	said	he	was	vehemently	opposed	to	any	lectures	online”,	and	the	Secretary	announcing,	
“I’m	going	to	ask	to	publish	the	breakdown	of	the	proportion	of	face-to-face	learning	before	the	
student	goes	to	university.”27	

It	would	be	a	very	positive	development	if	the	universities	minister	were	to	enforce	OfS/DfE	
guidance	in	regard	to	consumer	protection	for	students,	with	The	Telegraph	writing	in	February	
2022	that	Donelan	was	“phoning	vice-chancellors	personally	to	follow	up	on	reports	that	they	are	
failing	to	deliver	the	in-person	learning	that	students	expect”28.		

	

																																																								
23	https://committees.parliament.uk/event/5986/formal-meeting-oral-evidence-session/	
24	‘We try to resolve complaints as quickly as we can. But some complaints can take several months, 
especially if there are many different issues and a lot of evidence to weigh up’ 
https://www.oiahe.org.uk/about-us/reviewing-complaints/what-you-can-expect-from-us/ 
25	https://www.p	https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/universities-no-excuse-teaching-face-to-face-masks-
nadhim-zahawi-l2zgntz5bauseorpayuk.org/open-letter-michelle-donelan-2021	
26	https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/09/09/get-back-face-to-face-teaching-gavin-williamson-tells-
universities	
27	https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/universities-no-excuse-teaching-face-to-face-masks-nadhim-zahawi-
l2zgntz5b	
28	https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2022/02/18/universities-could-made-say-much-teaching-online/	
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How	to	stop	the	normalisation	of	online	lectures	

Regulatory	solutions	to	the	issue	of	universities	continuing	to	teach	online	after	the	lifting	of	
Covid	restrictions	could	involve	the	OfS,	OIAHE,	DfE	or	even	the	Competition	and	Markets	
Authority	(CMA).	Thus	far	none	of	these	authorities	have	stepped	in,	although	it	appears	
that	the	Government	is	at	least	currently	exploring	the	idea	of	increasing	consumer	
information	via	the	UCAS	system.	The	Daily	Telegraph	(18	February)	reported	that	the	DfE	
“has	started	drawing	up	plans	which	could	see	universities	obliged	to	state	on	UCAS,	the	
university	admissions	service,	how	extensive	their	in-person	offering	will	be.	This	would	
mean	that	when	students	use	the	service	to	choose	which	course	to	accept,	they	will	be	
clearly	informed	about	the	mode	of	teaching	they	can	expect.”29	

Better	data	could	empower	consumers	i.e.,	students	and	their	families,	to	make	fully-informed	
choices	about	their	education.	The	response	to	Covid-19	has	demonstrated	that	the	market	is	
skewed	in	the	favour	of	the	provider,	as	most	universities	continued	with	a	blended	learning	
model	from	2021/22.	There	is	not	much	sign	this	was	done	after	genuine	consultation	with	
students	or	teaching	staff,	or	with	their	evidenced	consent.		

This	situation	is	illustrated	by	the	University	of	Manchester	revealing	plans	in	July	2021	to	keep	
its	lectures	permanently	online	with	no	reduction	in	tuition	fees,	which	was	met	with	a	backlash	
by	students.	A	Manchester	student	who	started	a	petition	against	this	move	to	online	explained,	
“Students	are	obviously	unhappy	with	the	decision	as	we	don’t	feel	like	we	were	adequately	
consulted	on	the	matter…the	majority	of	students	would	be	able	to	and	would	prefer	to	return	to	
in-person	teaching	for	the	next	academic	year.”30	Similarly,	a	Swansea	University	law	student	was	
dismayed	in	August	2021	that	the	university’s	plans	on	face-to-face	instruction	were	again	falling	
short	of	her	expectations	of	a	full	university	experience	and	adequate	preparation	for	her	future	
career:	“About	a	month	ago	we	had	an	e-mail	to	say	that	our	main	lectures	will	still	be	online	this	
coming	year.	The	uni	said	they	hoped	they	could	return	to	face-to-face	lectures	at	some	point,	
but	that	was	also	said	last	year	and	it	didn’t	happen…In	the	field	I	want	to	go	into	after	my	
studies,	a	lot	of	it	is	about	going	out	to	meet	people	and	meet	clients,	but	how	can	we	learn	the	
skills	to	deal	with	people	if	we	don’t	see	anyone	face	to	face?	I	feel	like	I	won’t	be	industry-ready	
because	my	learning	has	all	been	online,	but	it’s	not	an	online	job.”31	

If	universities	were	forced	to	be	transparent	about	their	provision	of	face-to-face	teaching,	the	
pressure	of	public	opinion	and	the	increased	consumer	power	of	student	choice	via	UCAS	is	likely	
to	ensure	students	get	the	full	in-person	education	they	expect.		

	

	 	

																																																								
29	https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2022/02/18/universities-could-made-say-much-teaching-online/	
30	https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/jul/05/manchester-university-sparks-backlash-with-plan-to-keep-
lectures-online	
31	https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/swansea-university-student-online-lectures-21390369	
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Improving	transparency	throughout	the	system	

Urgency	with	2022/23	admissions	underway	

The	DfE	must	enforce	the	publication	of	teaching	mode	data,	and	from	this	several	consequences	
arise.	Universities	may	feel	compelled	to	compete	by	ensuring	that	courses	are	delivered	
overwhelmingly	by	in-person	teaching,	as	the	majority	of	students	are	demanding.	It	would	also	
be	beneficial	to	consider	wider	improvements	to	the	UCAS	system	as	a	consumer	tool.	

Once	offer	holders	and	their	families	are	in	possession	of	the	full	facts	about	teaching	modes,	
they	may	wish	to	revise	their	choices	of	‘Firm’	and/or	‘Insurance’	offers.	The	application	process	
would	need	to	be	reopened,	which	no	doubt	would	incur	considerable	effort	by	university	
admissions	offices	and	UCAS,	but	as	the	entire	system	is	digital	this	level	of	effort	is	not	
impossible	to	manage	or	without	precedent.	Teaching	mode	information	would	need	to	be	sent,	
with	an	effective	mechanism	and	time	allowance	for	students	who	might	want	to	change	their	
minds,	perhaps	making	fresh	applications.	This	scale	of	task	would	likely	be	less	than	that	of	
clearing	that	happens	on	results	day,	proving	that	UCAS	is	capable	of	coping.	

It	is	critical	that	sufficient	time	is	allowed	for	the	public,	media	and	politicians	to	scrutinise	the	
true	extent	of	continuing	planned	online	teaching	for	2022/23	and	beyond,	before	students	start	
re-accepting	offers.	Thus	universities	can	be	held	accountable	for	the	education	system	they	
intend	to	provide	going	forward.	

Standardising	terminology		

The	OfS	should	agree	on	a	standard	sector-wide	definition	of	blended	learning	as	confusing	terms	
such	as	‘mixed	mode’,	‘hybrid’,	‘face-to-face	plus’	and	‘dual	delivery’	abound	on	university	
publications.	A	blurring	of	terms	is	starting	to	emerge	whereby	what	is	currently	known	as	an	
online	lecture	may	be	called	for	example	‘online	learning’	or	‘digital	content’.	An	insistence	on	
consistent	terminology	on	the	part	of	OfS	would	ensure	that	online	lectures	are	not	simply	
rebadged.	

Refining	UCAS	search	and	sort	functionality	

The	UCAS	website’s	‘Search’,	‘Filters’	and	‘Sort	by'	functionality	could	benefit	from	
improvement,	for	example	by	adding	further	sorting	tiers	to	enable	prospective	students	to	
more	easily	compare	different	courses	by	e.g.	their	number	of	contact	hours	and	teaching	
delivery	mode.	Efficient	and	varied	search,	filter	and	sort	parameters	are	commonplace	
when	we	look	for	a	car,	holiday,	job	or	property,	and	students	deserve	no	less	when	
choosing	a	university	degree.	

The	key	role	that	many	parents	play	in	assisting	their	secondary-school-aged	children	to	
choose	a	course	should	not	be	overlooked.	Many	students	are	currently	experiencing	
courses	with	all	or	most	lectures	online,	which	they	will	likely	watch	alone	at	irregular	hours	
in	their	bedrooms,	with	only	around	four	or	five	hours	of	face-to-face	contact	time	per	week	
in	seminars.	Most	parents	would	not	knowingly	encourage	their	18-year-old	to	choose	a	
£28k	degree	course	of	this	nature	if	it	were	easy	to	find	better	alternatives,	which	is	why	full	
transparency	as	to	delivery	method	is	crucial	for	making	an	informed	choice.	
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Conclusion:	Time	for	action	

Recent	months	have	seen	growing	criticism	directed	at	universities	for	not	keeping	pace	with	
guidance	on	face-to-face	teaching,	with	most	institutions	appearing	intent	on	retaining	some	
form	of	blended	learning	for	2022	and	beyond.	Students	applying	for	September	2022/23	
deserve	full	transparency	on	how	their	courses	will	be	delivered.	

Urgent	and	significant	action	is	required	before	it	is	too	late	to	stop	online	lectures	becoming	
normal	in	many	universities,	marking	a	significant	devaluation	of	the	UK's	centuries-long	higher	
education	experience	and	international	reputation	for	quality	teaching.	Universities	should	
return	to	their	pre-Covid	level	of	face-to-face	teaching	provision,	with	online	materials	as	an	
adjunct,	to	supplement	and	not	reduce	hours	of	face-to-face	teaching.	New	students,	many	of	
them	leaving	home	for	the	first	time,	as	well	as	existing	students,	who	have	suffered	extensive	
educational	and	social	disruption,	should	be	able	to	count	on	their	universities	to	provide	a	
normal,	full	and	supportive	learning	experience.		
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Higher	education	facts	and	figures		

Higher	education	constitutes	an	important	sector	for	the	UK	economy,	contributing	£21.5bn	to	
GDP	–	1.2%	of	the	total.32	This	is	nearly	twice	the	contribution	of	agriculture	and	fishing	and	over	
three	times	that	of	the	film	industry.33	34	And	not	only	this,	the	UK’s	150	higher	education	
institutions	help	prepare	both	domestic	and	international	students	for	their	future	lives	and	
careers.	It	is	critical	in	many	ways	that	students	receive	the	full	benefit	of	the	“in-person,	world-
class	teaching”35	for	which	the	UK	is	renowned.	The	statistics	speak	for	themselves	to	the	
reputation	of	UK	universities	abroad.	Nearly	16%	of	undergraduate	students	and	just	over	40%	of	
postgraduates	were	from	outside	the	UK	in	2019/20,36	with	over	half	of	international	
undergraduate	students	on	STEM	courses	saying	they	chose	a	UK	university	due	to	its	reputation	
for	high-quality	education37.	China	comprises	the	largest	cohort	of	international	students	at	26%	
of	the	total,	followed	by	India	at	nearly	10%.38		

There	were	2.38	million	students	studying	at	UK	higher	education	institutions	in	2018–19,	
including	1.8	million	undergraduates.39	According	to	UCAS,	570,475	applicants	were	accepted	to	
UK	universities	in	2020,	with	teenagers	accounting	for	nearly	70%	of	the	total	number	of	728,780	
applicants.40	The	same	year	saw	a	record	share	of	18-year-olds	from	the	most	disadvantaged	
areas	across	the	UK	begin	a	full-time	undergraduate	course	at	a	UK	institution.	According	to	UUK,	
their	member	institutions	employed	409,055	people	in	2019−20,	53%	of	whom	were	academic	
staff.41	

																																																								
32	https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/higher-education-numbers	
	
33	https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/food-statistics-pocketbook/food-statistics-in-your-pocket-food-
chain	
	
34	https://www2.bfi.org.uk/sites/bfi.org.uk/files/downloads/bfi-uk-film-economy-2019-01-30.pdf	
	
35	https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/09/09/get-back-face-to-face-teaching-gavin-williamson-tells-
universities/	
	
36	https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/higher-education-facts-
and-figures-2021	
	
37	https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/reputation-uk-higher-education-main-factor-attracting-
international-stem-students	
	
38	https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/universities-uk-international/explore-uuki/international-student-
recruitment/international-student-recruitment-data	
	
39	https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/higher-education-numbers	
	
40https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-sector-
level-end-cycle-data-resources-2020	
	
41	https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/higher-education-facts-
and-figures-2021	
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