Witness Name: Matt Crilly
Statement No.: 1

Exhibits: MC/01 — MC/04
Dated: 4™ August 2025

UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF MATT CRILLY

I, Matt Crilly, will say as follows: -

Part A: My career

1. My name is Matthew (Matt) Crilly. | am 29 years of age. | work in the Edinburgh

area.

2. 1 am currently employed as a Policy Manager at the Convention of Scottish Local
Authorities (COSLA). | have been employed at COSLA since June 2022.
Previously, | held the position of President of the National Union of Students (NUS)
Scotland. | became President-elect of NUS Scotland in March 2020, and |
commended the role full-time in July 2020. | remained in this position until June
2022. My role included being spokesperson for NUS Scotland, steering its
engagement with Government, political campaigns and working in support of its

member student unions and students.

3. | graduated from my Master of Science degree at the University of Strathclyde
during the pandemic and whilst holding my role as President of NUS Scotland.
Prior to becoming President of NUS Scotland, | held the full-time position of
President of the University of Strathclyde Students’ Union, having been elected in
the spring of 2018.

4. | am providing this statement in my capacity as a former President of NUS

Scotland.
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Description of NUS Scotland

5. NUS Scotland is a department within the legal organisation of the National Union
of Students UK (NUS UK). NUS Scotland is politically autonomous. NUS Scotland
currently represents over 500,000 students and over 30 student unions in

Scotland.

6. NUS UK works shoulder to shoulder alongside NUS Charity, which is a charitable
organisation. | was a member of both the NUS UK and NUS Charity boards. In
Scotland, NUS Charity’s work is focused on the development and strengthening of
student associations, in addition to hosting the ‘Think Positive’ project which aims
to help create joined-up student mental health support and improve student
wellbeing. NUS Scotland is a democratic campaigning organisation, aimed at
representing the student voice within Scotland. It is a membership-based
organisation, made up of over 30 university and college student unions in Scotland,
covering both further and higher education. The National Society of Apprentices
also forms part of the NUS family, and as such NUS seeks to improve the

experiences of apprentices across Scotland and the rest of the UK.

7. NUS Scotland traces its origins to the Student Representative Councils of Scotland
established in 1888, which later evolved into the Scottish Union of Students, before
a merger with NUS UK in 1971 in which the modern NUS Scotland was formed.
NUS UK was established in 1922.

8. NUS Scotland is a small organisation having only me, and between three and five
members of full time employed staff during my time as president. NUS Charity in

Scotland hosted around seven members of staff, working on specific projects.

9. During my time as president, some student associations were not members of
NUS Scotland including those at the Universities of Glasgow, Dundee, St Andrews,

Glasgow School of Art and Queen Margaret University.

10. The terms student union and student association are used interchangeably within

Scotland.
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11. NUS Scotland met regularly with the Scottish Government and had a positive
working relationship. NUS Scotland regularly engaged with members of the
Scottish Parliament who had party responsibility for Education or relevant matters.
NUS Scotland also regularly met with, either individually or through governance
groups, key partners across further and higher education in Scotland. This
included Universities Scotland, Colleges Scotland, EIS Trade Union, UCU Trade
Union, UNITE, UNISON, the Scottish Funding Council (SFC), Student Awards
Agency Scotland (SAAS), the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA), QAA, Emily
Test, Stand Alone, Living Rent Tenants’ Union and the Child Poverty Action Group,

among others.

12. On behalf of NUS Scotland, | was a member of the Scottish Government’s Further
and Higher Education Ministerial Leadership Group, which met regularly through

the pandemic.

13. As NUS Scotland President, | worked closely with my elected student counterparts
across other parts of the UK. This included working with the Presidents of NUS
UK, NUS Wales and NUS-USI, as well as the NUS UK Vice Presidents of Higher

Education, Further Education and Liberation.

14. NUS UK had more direct engagement with the UK Government and English and/or
UK umbrella organisations. As President of NUS Scotland, | did not have regular
personal engagement with the UK Government, Universities UK and the Office for
Students England. | received updates on NUS UK’s engagement with these

organisations through regular calls of the NUS Presidents and Vice Presidents.

15. NUS Wales and NUS-USI provide the equivalent role of NUS Scotland within
Wales and Northern Ireland regarding engagement with devolved Governments,

education bodies, organisations and local member student unions.

16. Although my role was focused on supporting students in Scotland and working with
NUS Scotland’s member student unions, | assisted NUS UK in organising and
bringing together UK-wide forums of students and student unions across England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland to consider our activities and share our

experiences on a 4-nations basis.
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17. 1 believe the relationship and engagement between the Scottish Government and
NUS Scotland was likely the strongest within the UK, in terms of regular, positive

and constructive engagement between student leaders, Ministers and officials.

18. Through the pandemic, NUS Scotland provided oral and written evidence to the
Scottish Parliament’'s Education, Children and Young People Committee, Covid-
19 Committee, Public Audit Committee, as well as the UK Parliament’s Scottish
Affairs Committee on the impacts of Covid-19 on students in Scotland. For
example, | attended the Scottish Parliament's Covid-19 Committee on 18"
November 2020. | attended the UK Parliament’s Scottish Affairs Committee on 19"
October 2020. | attended the Scottish Parliament’s Public Audit Committee on
Colleges in 2020, on the 23™ September 2021. | also recall providing evidence to
the Education, Children and Young People Committee within the Scottish

Parliament through the pandemic but cannot currently source these records.
Part B: NUS Scotland’s work during the pandemic

19. During the pandemic, NUS Scotland convened regular online calls with student
presidents, vice presidents and student union staff from across Scotland. This
would take place either weekly or fortnightly. This allowed the sharing of
information and enabled student representatives from colieges and universities to
feedback their experiences, intelligence and the views of their peers to NUS
Scotland. These sessions also allowed for the communication of national policy
and public health information to campus student leaders. For example, NUS
Scotland regularly invited public health experts such as Professor Jason Leith and
Professor Linda Bauld, as well as the Ministers for Further and Higher Education
and SG Officials, to address student leaders. These sessions were open to both
NUS Scotland member and non-member student unions and provided a valuable
point of contact between student leaders and those setting the public health and
policy direction for Scotland during the pandemic. Through the pandemic, NUS
Scotland opened its doors to representatives of non-member student associations

to participate in the sharing of public health and policy information.
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20. Challenges impacting students would be identified by local student associations,
who would then pass feedback to NUS Scotland to take and discuss with the

Scottish Government and other public bodies.

21. On behalf of NUS Scotland, | was a member of the Scottish Government’s Further
and Higher Education Ministerial Leadership Group, which met regularly through

the pandemic.

22.1 became NUS Scotland President-elect on 19" March 2020, though did not
commence my full-time role with NUS Scotland until July 2020. Prior to July 2020
| remained the full-time President of the University of Strathclyde Students’ Union.
| am unable to provide an account of interactions between NUS Scotland and the
Scottish Government regarding the lead up to the announcement of the national
lockdown on 23™ March 2020. My predecessor, Liam McCabe, may be able to

provide this specific information.

23.In my role as student representative at the University of Strathclyde Students’
Union, | worked closely with the University administration to highlight the safety
concerns and desire for information being raised directly by students o me in the
advance of the first national lockdown in March 2020. During this period, students
and young people contacting me appeared more cautious than the official
messaging emerging from the UK Government. For example, the National Union
of Students Scotland Conference on 19" March 2020, prior to the national
lockdown, occurred online, in light of health and safety concerns of the student and
young people from colleges and universities across Scotland due to attend. | recall
that the University of Strathclyde’s library for students also closed to students on

20" March 2020, prior to the national lockdown.

24. During the Spring of 2020, students at the University of Strathclyde contacted me
with their overwhelming anxiety and concerns as they sought to balance an
unparalleled societal and life event with the regular expectations of their course.
Students spoke of the difficulties of attempting to complete their coursework within
the context of an unknown virus, where they may be relocating across the country
to be closer to loved ones and taking on additional caring responsibilities, and

where access to educational spaces was being restricted. Students also spoke of
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the impact on these changing circumstances on their employment and income.
Health, wellbeing and financial worries did, in some circumstances, become more
of an immediate priority for students than the completion of university coursework.
Students sought re-assurance from the University of Strathclyde that the
exceptional circumstances which they were facing would be considered and

factored in with respect to deadlines for assignments.

Part C: Impact on students of changes made during the pandemic

Re-opening of colleges and universities, Scottish Government guidance, communications

and the return to face-to-face learning

25. Through the summer to early winter of 2020, there were lots of discussions
between NUS Scotland and the SG regarding the development of the SG’s
COVID-19 guidance for universities, colleges, and student accommodation
providers. This guidance was intended to guide how campus pandemic restrictions
should operate. Guidance for the further and higher education sectors correlated

with Scotland’s Strategic Framework, COVID-19 route map and protection levels.

26. The development of the “phased return to campus” guidance for universities,
colleges and student accommodation occurred through the summer of 2020, whilst
| was still somewhat new in post. This involved decision-making and guidance
related to the extent to which classes would be online, in-person or a mixture, as
well as the operation of other safety precautions, such as social distancing and

mask wearing.

27. NUS Scotland worked in good faith with the SG and wider partners to represent
the views of students and offered its comments on safe return guidance. NUS
Scotland’s expectation throughout was that students would not be encouraged
onto campus unnecessarily. NUS Scotland was disappointed that that final
guidance issued to universities and colleges in the run-up to the return to campus

did not make this clear.

28. NUS Scotland continued to remain cautious throughout the pandemic and

encouraged “restricted blending learning”, where online learning remained the
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29.

30.

31.

default, and access to in-person activity was prioritised for practical and lab-based
courses, where this could be delivered safely. The development of the “levels”
framework by the SG set out that where society reached a certain level based on
case numbers, this would impact the extent to which university and college
learning was “restricted blended” or “blended.” This meant the levels of in-person
activity permitted within SG guidance. | am sure this information will have been
kept and published by the SG.

Discussions surrounding the levels of in-person or online learning were common
within the Further and Higher Education COVID-19 Ministerial Leadership Group.
| attended as NUS Scotland president, as did representatives from Universities
Scotland, Colleges Scotland, senior sector leaders and trade union
representatives. Generally, through the pandemic NUS Scotland and trade unions
encouraged a more cautious approach, while the university and college
management sought greater opportunities and flexibilities for in-person activities. |
believe this was driven in part by financial pressures to ensure fee-paying students
enrolled and arrived, as well as the reality that a great number of practical courses

were unable to effectively function remotely.

The SG guidance, which NUS Scotland reviewed on 31t August 2020 had a strong
emphasis on remote working being the default position, which NUS Scotland
welcomed as it felt it offered clarity for both students and staff on what to expect of
“blended learning”. This guidance also saw the addition of disciplinary action
against students. NUS Scotland expressed concerns that this disciplinary action

unfairly singled out students.

On 1% September 2020, SG officials sent NUS Scotland the final press release for
the guidance for universities and colleges. The final press release was received at
10.23am and the final draft of the guidance at 11.55am, with comments due in for
12 noon. The final draft of the SG guidance relaxed the language around online
learning and continued to include disciplinary action against students. For this
reason, NUS Scotland chose not to welcome the guidance or offer our comments,

which was explained to SG officials.
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32. The Scottish Government draft guidance for the university and college sector on
31t August 2020 stated: “Work and study that can be done remotely must be done
so. Where the work or study cannot be done remotely then physical distancing
(alongside the range of other precautionary measures set out in this guidance)
must be followed.” The guidance stated, “Large scale teaching events indoors

must be avoided and working remotely should be the default position.”

33. The final Scottish Government guidance issued on 1% September 2020 set out a
more relaxed approach, stating: “This blended model will continue. Staff and
students will be on campus albeit less frequently and in lower numbers than before
the virus” and “Institutions should continue to make reasonable efforts to facilitate

working and studying remotely.”

34.In September 2020, | was taken aback by the extent to which universities
encouraged students to come to campus to take part in in-person learning. For
students receiving notification that their classes may be in-person, of course there
was a requirement for them to ensure they were close to their university or college

to attend if required.

35. Significant numbers of students arrived onto campuses and moved into student
accommodation blocks. There were subsequently significant outbreaks of COVID-
19 within student accommodation blocks in and around university campuses
across Scotland in September and October 2020. Upon the identification of Covid-
19 cases within student accommodation blocks, | recall whole blocks or flats of
students being placed into self-isolation lockdown. There was insufficient mental

wellbeing support and access to food and necessities was initially not good.

36. There were also challenges relating to ventilation within college and university
buildings. There were active conversations between NUS Scotland, trade unions
and other bodies to try to make the learning and teaching environment safer. |
recall NUS Scotland supporting the request from frade unions to add more
ventilators to classrooms to assist in better air quality. This remained an ongoing

challenge, owing to the expenditure required.

37. Along with ventilation, there was also the requirement of PPE and social distancing

rules. In the main, students were supportive of, and adhered to, these safety

8
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measures. Like the rest of the population, there were challenges associated with
encouraging everyone to follow the advice set. Student unions played a key role
working with their college or university to communicate the facemask and social
distancing guidelines to students and staff. Within a learning and teaching
environment, some students struggled to understand teachers and peers where
face masks were required and without the ability fo lip read. Some students also

struggled to wear facemasks for sustained periods of time.

38. To promote public health messaging, NUS Scotland worked closely with the SG.
Scottish Government clinical advisors such as Professors Jason Leitch and Linda
Bauld held direct engagement sessions with student leaders via NUS Scotland.
This allowed for deeper understanding and communication of public health
messaging across campuses, student unions and the student body. NUS Scotland
also had regular engagements with the Minister for Further and Higher Education
and SG officials to understand guidance set for the sector. NUS Scotland and our
student members welcomed the pro-active communication of public health
messaging and guidance from Scottish Government and opportunities for direct
engagement, which could support the further dissemination and understanding of

the approach within campuses.

39. When new guidance was formulated and published, NUS Scotland communicated
this to student unions and students in a clear and concise manner, with the goal of

keeping everyone safe.

Students isolating in student accommodation

40. The autumn and winter of 2020 saw many Covid-19 cases in student
accommodation blocks. The immediate priority for NUS Scotland was to ensure
that students who were isolating in accommodation received appropriate support.
NUS Scotland engaged with the SG, universities, colleges, and accommodation
providers to ensure that students were provided with access to the resources and

support they required, including food and mental wellbeing support.

41. | received direct feedback from students, as well as media reports, of some people
isolating in student accommodation not being provided with sufficient access to

food and essentials. Food was delivered to students’ doors by outside partners. |

9
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42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

also received feedback from students that, in some instances, the food provided
was of poor quality. In addition, | heard of students of faith going without access to
the food they required, such as kosher or halal food. | raised my concerns with the

relevant authorities.

NUS Scotland shared public health messaging with student unions and
encouraged students {o keep themselves and others safe and to remain vigilant to
the virus via media appearances and public messaging. NUS Scotland

encouraged a sense of social solidarity.

The high numbers of positive COVID-19 cases being recorded within student

accommodation resulted in most classes being delivered online.

Following numerous outbreaks within the campus area, universities responded by
locking down the entire student block. These involved hundreds of students being
placed in lockdown and having to remain within the student accommodations. The
cases rose so drastically in the autumn of 2020 that Universities Scotland, with the
backing of the SG, issued a direction encouraging all students across Scotland to
stay at home, in a semi-official lockdown for students. This blanket approach
impacted all students, regardless of whether they were a young student living in
campus accommodation, or a mature student living off-campus in a residential
home who had never entered student halls. Students were placed in an ad-hoc,
semi-official lockdown whilst the rest of society operated under more relaxed
restrictions. NUS Scotland was concerned that students were placed under

different rules over and above the rest of the adult population.

The student lockdown announcement from Universities Scotland created
significant confusion. Given the announcement came from Universities Scotland —
though endorsed by Scottish Government — it was unclear whether students were
able or supposed to attend their work. College students were confused and unclear

whether the announcement applied to them.

During the period of Universities Scotland’s semi-lockdown direction to students,
alongside the rising case numbers within student accommodation, many students
expressed to me their disappointment at what felt like a stigmatisation of students

and young people more broadly. Students — like the rest of society — were bound

10

INQ000588015_0010



by the laws and guidance set by the SG. Should a student breach COVID-19
guidelines, they could also face disciplinary action from their college or university
and could even be removed from their home if they lived within student
accommodation. Some students felt like they faced additional levels of punishment
above and beyond the rest of the adult population, should they be found to have
breached guidelines. Of course, NUS Scotland heard from a diverse range of
students: some were concerned at this additional level of scrutiny, others
welcomed support, action and protection from those they viewed as not sufficiently

adhering to guidance.

47. Students felt mistreated by university management and the SG, both of which had
taken decisions which encouraged students to return to campus for in-person
teaching, only for many students to fall sick with the virus; to then be placed under
different rules to the rest of society; and to then eventually end up learning online

anyway in many circumstances.

48. Student unions, colleges and universities played a strong role in communicating
public health messaging and guidance at any given time. Students were often at
the forefront of driving this messaging themselves, including encouraging good

behaviour and challenging bad practice.

Student financial hardship

49. Many, if not most, students require to carry out paid work whilst studying. The grant
and loans that students receive are not sufficient for them to live on after paying
accommodation and living expenses. Many students work in hospitality and when

the pandemic arrived this sector closed. This impacted students greatly.

50. Universities and colleges operate what are known as “discretionary funds”, which
students can apply to access when facing financial hardship. | understand that
most of the money within these funds originates from the SG, although individual
universities or colleges may top-up or operate additional hardship funds. NUS
Scotland campaigned in this area, highlighting the challenging financial
circumstances in which students found themselves and advocating for increased
financial support. The SG listened to NUS Scotland in this regard and invested

significant amounts of money to bolster discretionary funds.

11
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51. Increased investment in discretionary and hardship funds went a long way in
supporting students to survive and complete their studies in difficult circumstances.
| have no doubt that, without this funding, many more students would have dropped

out of university or college.

52. Discretionary funds were not universally effective at distributing money to students.
Many students were unaware that they existed, were concerned about the stigma
of coming forward for support or had to complete a rigorous application process {o
access funding. This was despite colleges and universities having been able fo
promote the funds more than they had previously as a result of the additional

resources and funding from the SG.

53. A key challenge of SG investment in student discretionary and hardship funds
centred around the timing of the allocation of resource. Funding arrived late in the
financial year to colleges and universities, who then had insufficient time to allocate

all of the monies to students in need.

54. Pre-pandemic, international students could not access this fund. However, during
the pandemic, there may have been a loosening of rules surrounding this, in

recognition of the fact that many international students were struggling.

55. Many local student unions operate food banks or food sharing initiatives. These
initiatives existed pre, during and post pandemic and are common across Scottish
universities and colleges. Anecdotally, | was aware that international students
accessed community food banks during the pandemic, hence them being
permitted to access hardship funds. During lockdown the buildings normally used
for food banks were closed, which meant that some student food banks were

unable to operate.

56. During the pandemic NUS UK carried out regular COVID-19 surveys of students,
sharing Scottish aggregate data with NUS Scotland. As of November 2020, 14%
of students surveyed by NUS Scotland reported having accessed foodbanks

during the pandemic.

57. NUS Scotland’s “Broke” report was published in 2022 and is available on the NUS
Scotland website, | exhibit this at MC/01 — INQO00587873. From 27 October {o 09
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December 2021, it surveyed 3,500 students from 34 institutions across Scotland
about their finances and found that 12% of students had experienced being
homeless during their studies. 26% of students reported having been unable to

pay their rent. 8% of students reported being reliant on foodbanks.

58. In the “Broke” report reference is made to students having had to choose between
heating and eating and having raised concerns around rising gas and electric

costs.

59. If a student had an overdue library book that incurred an overdue fine, then that
student could be prevented from graduating if the debt was not paid. As libraries
were closed during the pandemic and the student may have returned home, NUS
Scotland felt this was unfair. Local student unions in several instances engaged

with their university or college to seek greater flexibilities offered to students here.

Impacts experienced by students who were living in private rented accommodation, halls

of residence, and the private rented sector

60. During the pandemic, particularly in the Spring of 2020, fearing the potential
impacts of the new virus, many students wished to leave campus and live with

loved ones.

61. Unlike those renting private accommodation, students residing in purpose-built
student accommodation were tied into accommodation contracts for a set period
of time — usually correlating with the academic year. Students in purpose-built
student accommodation did not have the necessary level of legal cover in place to
allow them to provide notice to accommodation providers to leave. Students faced

financial implications upon leaving accommodation.

62. Student’s voices were loud in respect of this topic. NUS Scotland worked closely

with the Scottish Government and the Scottish Green Party, to address this matter.

63. As a result, a legal right for students to give notice and leave those contracts was
included in the temporary coronavirus legislation. This occurred very early in the

lockdown period. Students greatly benefitted from this legislation.
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64. On occasions there were some socially responsible accommodation providers and
universities that allowed students to terminate their contracts early, but not all. The
provision within the Coronavirus Scotland Act 2020 covered all students in
purpose-built student accommeodation, no matter their provider. This act came into
force in May 2020 and assisted the students to terminate their contracts without

being penalised.

65. The housing crisis for students was most intense during September 2021, when
students were mandated to return to campus again by university management to
attend in-person classes, but where there was simply not enough accommodation.
These problems were particularly acute in Edinburgh and Glasgow. On the 5
October 2021, Strathclyde Student Union’s advice service was supporting around
120 students, including those with families, who were without a home. There were
reports of students being implicated in rental scams, while students reported to
NUS Scotland that landlords were encouraging bidding for higher rents while

regular private flats previously rented by students had been converted to Aibnbs.

Space, recreation and vaccination passports

66. Throughout the pandemic, | recall students raising concerns around access {o
space. Social distancing and room ventilation guidelines and procedures often
placed pressure on the university and college campus estate. Given the
competition for larger spaces, it was very difficult for student groups — including

sports clubs — to operate.

The view of NUS Scotland as to whether the groups and/or individuals they support or

represent were adequately considered when decisions about the response to the COVID-

19 pandemic were made by the SG

67. I believe the SG and NUS Scotland worked well together throughout the pandemic.
We were consulted in relation to the development of most of the guidance and
policies, prior to decisions being made. The relationship was good pre-pandemic,
and this continued during the pandemic. NUS Scotland had regular engagement

with SG Ministers and strong engagements with officials throughout.
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68. As detailed, in some key areas surrounding the return-to-campus in September, |
believe the SG could have listened to the feedback of NUS Scotland and students

more.

69. There were challenging times, for example COVID-19 passports with regards to
vaccinations and entry to nightclubs and pubs. Understandably, many younger
people were further down the priority list to receive the vaccination. If you were a
younger person who contracted COVID-19 around the time when the vaccination
programme went live, then it was impossible for you to receive both vaccines within
the time allocated to allow you to apply for the COVID-19 passport to access social
spaces. NUS Scotland raised this with the SG however | do not believe we

resolved this issue.

70. A further issue surrounded the vaccination of international students. Some
international students arrived in Scotland having received vaccinations in their
home country however the Scottish and UK Governments did not recognise their
vaccine. | recall making direct representations to the SG regarding this. | recall the
matter being explored but cannot remember whether resolutions or

accommodations were reached.

Human rights/equality, mental health and wellbeing and safeguarding (including support

offered to students)

71. A further impact on students was in relation to their mental health and wellbeing.
People of all ages and walks of life become students, including people returning to
education as mature students. However, many students enter further and higher
education in their feenage years or early twenties and find their feet at college or
university. It can be an important coming of age moment for people, who may be
making friends for the first time after leaving school or could be moving away from
home for the first time. it's an opportunity to meet new people and to learn and
experience different aspects of life. However, students during the pandemic period
were locked down, lonely and unable to make or build relationships with their peers
or teachers. They were unable to fully enjoy the campus experience and the wider
social opportunities that can come with being a student. This experience had a

huge impact on student mental health and wellbeing.
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72. Most universities and colleges have mental health and well-being support
structures in place for students, which is usually easier for students to access than
NHS services which can have significant waiting lists. SG funding of student
mental health support was, and continues to be, vital. This is particularly true within
colleges and in relation to college students who may not otherwise be able fo

benefit from this support without the public funding.

73. Universities and colleges adapted very quickly to the pandemic and moving these
services online. | recall some good practice from universities and colleges where
online support was offered to students from the outset. | believe Glasgow Clyde
College was particularly good with remote support, introducing a mental health and
wellbeing helpline, which students could call, and which was staffed by

counsellors.

74. NUS Scotland acknowledged the need for support for students leading up to
Christmas 2020. This effort was driven particularly to support international
students, care-experienced students or students estranged from their families. We
were acutely aware that students had had a difficult semester leading up to this
period and there would be isolation issues at this time of the year. After
consultation with the SG, NUS Scotland’'s member student unions were able to
offer support to these students with food, activities and wider mental wellbeing
support. The SG provided an additional £1.32 million funding to allow support staff
to carry out more frequent checks to identify potential mental health issues, as well
as wider welfare concerns, such as access to food deliveries and other necessities.
The funding set out by the SG was also to help to increase the number of drop-in

chats for students, in order to offer counselling on a digital platform.

75. NUS Scotland’s Think Positive project completed research immediately prior to the
pandemic, looking at the mental health and wellbeing of students. The report
“Improving Mental Health and Wellbeing Support for Scotland’s Students” was
published in October 2020 and is available on the Think Positive website, | exhibit
this report at MC/02 — INQOC0587874. This showed that many students struggled
with their mental health and wellbeing before the pandemic, let alone under the
extraordinary conditions of isolation, lockdown, and the closure of typical student

employment opportunities in hospitality and retail.
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76. The NUS Scotland Think Positive report outlined that half of students surveyed
cited a lack of money or financial pressures as negatively impacting on their mental
health. Students often spoke to me about their challenges surviving on the loans
and grants available to them via student finance, and as a result, having to work
long hours to earn money on top of their full-time studies. Therefore, when the
pandemic hit and employment opportunities reduced with the closure of many

sectors, this exacerbated students’ mental health and wellbeing challenges.

77. During the pandemic there was further research completed by the Mental Health
Foundation alongside Colleges Scotland and Universities Scotland, called
“Thriving Learners”, | exhibit this at MC/03a — INQO00545875 and MC/03b —
INQO00587875. These are available on the Mental Health Foundation website.
These reports looked at the mental well-being of college and university students.
This research supported the feedback NUS Scotland was hearing from students.

The research included the following figures in relation to mental health:

e 54% of college students reported having moderate, moderately severe or

severe symptoms of depression.

e 36% of university students reported having either moderately severe or severe
symptoms of depression and 45% reported experiencing a serious

psychological issue that they felt needed professional help.

e 57% of university students and 55% of college students reported concealing a

mental health problem for fear of stigmatisation.

Funding and finances

78. Throughout the pandemic, NUS UK ran regular surveys of students to understand
their views and priorities. The aggregate Scottish data from this was shared with
NUS Scotland. In March 2020, the number one priority for students was their own
wellbeing, and that of their family and loved ones. Number two was related to
financial stresses and worries. Studentis were employed in areas such as
hospitality, cinemas, bars and cafes and they were all closing for the lockdown.
Students required this income to supplement any student loan, and to survive. This

theme continued throughout the pandemic.
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79. NUS Scotland worked closely with the SG whilst campaigning to try and obtain
additional support funding and grants for the students. The SG granted additional
money for student hardship and discretionary funds, as well as funding to support

mental health and wellbeing, and to help tackle digital poverty.

80. The SG listened to NUS Scotland when NUS Scotland raised concerns about
students being negatively impacted by digital poverty and being unable to access
devices to engage in learning. | recall the SG providing around £5 million in extra

funding to local education institutions to help alleviate this.

81. 1 recall that student funding bodies, such as Scottish Awards Agency Scotland
(SAAS) and the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) also introduced greater funding
flexibilities for students who may have to retake or restart studies as a result of
COVID-18. | believe SAAS and SFC had a policy whereby students could re-sit a
year if they required to do so. These payments allowed for an extra year to be paid
if required. NUS Scotland played a role in advocating for flexibility for students in

these circumstances.

Funding and finances- universities

82. Throughout the pandemic, | recall a conflict between student health and wellbeing
and the financial health of universities. | believe universities had financial
motivations and pressures, which led university management {o seek greater
emphasis on in-person learning activity and living arrangements for students. For
several universities, income from tuition fees from both international students and
postgraduate students represents the largest source of revenue for the institution.
Universities in Scotland have increasingly prioritised this income stream, in part,
as | understand, driven by the relative real-terms decline and flat-cash accrued

through public government funding.

83. | believe there was concern from some university senior management that online
learning and teaching — even if appropriate for a given course — may not represent
an attractive offer for international and postgraduate students. | believe there was
a fear from university management that students would not enrol on high fee-
paying courses if these were seen to be delivered mostly online, or, if they did,

students may not travel and rent a room within the university accommodation.
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84. | believe the funding model for universities in part shaped decision-making around
the model of learning and teaching to be delivered to students, to the detriment of
health and wellbeing of students and wider society. It was in the universities’
financial interests fo ensure as many students as possible enrolled on fee-paying
courses, arrived on campus, and entered accommodation. This was despite the
obvious risks that such an approach could provide opportunities for the virus to

spread.

85.1 believe universities continued to encourage and, in some cases, mandate
students to be present on campus in part to avoid students requesting tuition fee
refunds or discounts. International and postgraduate fee-paying students had
increasingly been enquiring about refunds and discounts where classes were
being delivered mostly online, so there was a pressure and incentive for

universities to counter this by encouraging and mandating in-person attendance.

86. Throughout the pandemic, | was made aware of students being instructed by their
university that they were required to be present for in-person classes, and in some
cases, if they did not, they would be removed from their course. Some students
were still at home, either in the country or abroad, and this caused difficulties for

them.

Online learning, digital literacy, and access to learning resources

87. Most classes were moved online where possible. Teachers and lecturers deserve
a lot of credit for transferring their classes and course work online, at pace, under

difficult circumstances.

88. Scotland’s colleges play a crucial role in supporting people from all backgrounds
to access further and higher education. From the outset of the pandemic and the
move to online learning, | was aware that many students did not have the devices
they required to access their classes or materials. | recall a survey that the
Educational Institute of Scotland (EIS) had compiled with college lecturers, which
found that 42% of students attending colleges did not have exclusive use of a
laptop or computer to engage in their learning, | exhibit this at MC/04 —
INQOOO587876. This resulted in students having to use their mobile phones to

complete their coursework.
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89. Even when students did have access to a computer, they were met with challenges
when submitting coursework online from home. For example, some had a lack of
private space at home or were involved in caring for other family members whilst
trying to study. The EIS survey found that across all participants, 38% indicated
that caring responsibilities were a barrier to their studies. Of those who lived with
dependent children, this rose to nearly 90% and was the largest single factor
affecting confidence in continued study, particularly for learners from the poorest
areas. ltis in response to circumstances such as these that no detriment policies,
discussed later in my statement, came to the fore and assisted the cohort of

students that were in their final year.

Subject-specific impacts

90. In my experience, colleges tried really hard to provide Scottish Vocational
Qualification (SVQ), and placement-based learning to students where possible,
under extraordinary difficult circumstances. | recall that some students completing
trades or practical courses were unable to access the in-person learning and
instruction central to their course. Many students re-sat or dropped out of their

course in order to return at a later date where possible.

91. There were challenges for courses that could not go online as easily, as they
required practical in-person teaching for example medicine, hairdressing,

dentistry, or laboratory skills vocational qualifications.

92. Later into the pandemic, the lack of practical classes had a large impact on
students. Those undertaking some courses, for example dentistry, had to repeat
the year to gain sufficient practical experience and learning for them to become
fully qualified. 1 believe that the SG awarded exira funding for dentistry students to

retake their lost year.

93. Many students were desperate to gain their qualification and progress with their
careers, but they also wanted to have self-confidence in their ability, to know they
were fully trained and would be comfortable carrying out that specific trade or role.
They also wanted the wider public to have confidence in them and their

qualification.
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94. Throughout the pandemic, students were looking for clarification around their
course and the subsequent qualification they were trying to obtain. Students liaised
with teachers at a local level, and teachers liaised with professional bodies to try
to obtain answers. Professional bodies were sometimes slow to issue guidance for
the teachers to report back to the students, and this caused anxiety for students.
Things were changing at a fast rate, so when guidance was provided to the
students, this invariably changed quite quickly thereafter. There was a high level

of uncertainty.

95. | recall the SG offering university students who were studying a care-based course
a work placement during the pandemic, however college students completing the
equivalent course were not offered this placement. | believe this was linked to the
provision of life assurance. In my view, it appeared as though university students
were receiving preferential treatment compared to college students. This inequity
was highlighted by NUS Scotland and was escalated to the SG, and | recall that
the approach was subsequently changed, and college students were given equal

access to placements.

Assessment including formal examinations

96. At the start of the COVID-198 pandemic, in the spring of 2020, most assessments
and examinations moved online. | understand that at this point, universities and
colleges were able, in part, to consider course assessments students had taken to

date.

97. NUS Scotland and its member student unions called for the creation of “no
detriment” policies to be put in place for students. These policies were intended to
ensure that, where a student had demonstrated consistent levels of ability prior o
the pandemic, their final pieces of coursework completed during the exceptional
circumstances of the pandemic would not result in their grades being brought
down. It was important to us to ensure students were not unfairly penalised as a

result of completing their studies during a uniquely disruptive moment for society.

98. | recall versions of “no detriment” policies were introduced at most, if not all,
universities across Scotland for a period during the pandemic, and certainly

covered March — August 2020. Decisions regarding no detriment policies were
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often taken at the local level, and as the pandemic continued, each university and
college adapted their own no detriment policies or approach. Often, the
implementation of no detriment policies came as a result of strong partnership

working between the local student union and academic management.

99. Whilst no detriment policies were introduced across universities, these policies
often did not provide consistent cover to students across different courses. Across
several courses, the approach towards assessment and grading was set by
external accreditation bodies. Students whose course relied on an accreditation
from an external professional body were often left waiting with less support and
assurance, as external bodies were often much slower and less flexible in their
approach. This created a great deal of stress for many students, who worried they
may be negatively impacted for the unfortunate timing of completing their course

during the outbreak of the pandemic.

100. My recollection was that the scale of different accrediting bodies across
college qualifications made it more difficult for colleges to provide their students
with assurance through “no-detriment” policies. In the spring of 2021, | participated
in a group convened by the Scottish Qualification Authority (SQA) considering
Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQ) for college students. | recall requesting
greater flexibility and understanding for students completing their studies during
such unique and special circumstances and was keen to understand how this
could be achieved, alongside ensuring qualifications were robust for both students

and future employers.

101. Throughout the pandemic, | recall some students expressing concerns that
they felt they had to weigh up the health and wellbeing of themselves and those
they lived with, and their qualifications, when some students were mandated to

attend in-person examinations.

Attainment/classifications

102. This is linked to the no detriment policies and the discussions NUS

Scotland was having with accrediting bodies.
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103. Some bodies that accredited courses were slower and less flexible at
accommodating the circumstances of the pandemic and adapting assessment

criteria for students.

104. Students were also affected with regards to graduations. A lot of in person
graduations were cancelled throughout the pandemic and this was another
disappointment for students as they were not able to celebrate their hard work with

their families and friends.

105. Separately, in the late winter and spring of 2021, the Educational Institute
of Scotland - Further Education Lecturers Association (EIS-FELA) lecturing staff in
colleges engaged in strike action against concerns lecturers were being replaced
by instructor assessors. As a union, NUS Scotland has consistently stood in
solidarity with college and university staff striking to improve their conditions and
has consistently sought to advocate for the value of, and need for investment in,

Scotland’s colleges.

106. The industrial disputes within colleges impacted students insofar as
classes were cancelled for many. There was a degree of anxiety as students were
concerned that they may not receive their grades to allow them to progress to
employment or further study. | believe agreement was reached between lecturers

and college employers, which avoided the continued escalation of the dispute.

Student retention

107. | recall Colleges Scotland kept records of their retention rates from 2019,
and throughout the pandemic. This was shared with me as | was consistently
concerned about the prospect of students dropping out. | no longer have access
to this record therefore | am not aware of the figures, however, | recall that a lot of
students dropped out of courses at college level, as there was uncertainty caused
by the pandemic and students felt that studying under the conditions of the
pandemic was not for them. NUS Scotland research "Broke”, exhibited MC/01 —
INQO00587873, found that a third of students had considered dropping out due to
financial difficulties due to the inadequacy of the financial support available to

students.
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Transitions, new admissions and destinations

108. l recall a great deal of anxiety from students regarding delays in receiving
their grades at points during the pandemic. This impacted some students from
transitioning from their course into work or further studies, or for international

students to return home. This again, impacted on the levels of anxiety for students.

Employment (both whilst studving and after completion of studies)

109. Students lost out on employment opportunities within society as a result of

the closure of key sectors through lockdown.

110. NUS Scotland research "Broke”, exhibited MC/01 — INQ000587873, from
students in November 2020 indicated that 73% of students were concerned about
managing financially during the COVID-19 pandemic, whilst 14% reported having
used foodbanks since the pandemic began. An NUS survey in November 2020
(published in January 2021) found that the proportion of students in pari-time
employment had dropped to a fifth compared to around a third in September, and
the proportion who were not working at all jumped from 31% to 49%, | exhibit this
at MC/05 — INQO00607563.

111. There were active conversations between colleges, universities and
professional bodies arocund student transitions to further study and employment.
Students were often keen to emphasise to me the hard work they had put into
completing their courses under the most challenging of circumstances. In addition
to focussing on their coursework, students had to deal with the stress and anxiety
of the virus and lockdown measures as well as caring for family members. It was

sometimes difficult to ensure this message was received by employers.

112. As | mentioned previously, there were challenges with regards to students
studying dentistry courses. | understand they had to repeat the year they had lost
due to the pandemic. This time was very stressful for students, and | understand
that it disrupted the dental industry, which was unable to welcome a new cohort of

dentists into the field.

Impacts on students with disabilities
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113. | recall numerous universities and colleges assisting students with
disabilities to access their classes. However, this was largely driven locally and
involved engagement between the local student union and university or college.
Within national policy engagements, NUS Scotland attempted to communicate
feedback received from disabled students. For example, some students who were
immuno-compromised felt less secure taking part in in-person classes or exams

and requested flexibility where possible.

114. Students with reduced hearing who relied on lip-reading experienced

challenges in participating in classes where face masks were used.

International students arriving from red list countries

115. | recall countries being placed in red, amber, and green tiers and all
international travellers from a red list country had fo self-isolate on arrival in a
government-commissioned hotel at their own expense. This caused issues for a
range of students arriving from different parts of the world, or Scottish students

returning home, who therefore incurred a large self-isolation cost.

116. In July 2021, there was serious concern about how the arrival of students
from red list countries was going to be managed. | recall there was an estimate
that between 4,000 and 8,000 students were due to arrive from red list countries
across August and September. There was insufficient quarantine hotel capacity in
Scotland, or the rest of the UK to facilitate this.

117. Universities were keen for international students to arrive, again in part
driven by the financial income stream accrued from tuition fees. At one point during
the pandemic, | recall Scottish universities looking at chartering flights to bring the

students to Scotland. | cannot recall whether this plan ever materialised.

118. Certain universities engaged with the SG seeking approval for students fo
isolate within their university halls, rather than quarantine hotels. Given the
experience of COVID-19 outbreaks within student halls in September 2020, | had
concerns about the health and wellbeing risks of this, and whether students would

necessarily receive the support required.
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119. NUS Scotland flagged its concerns with public health advisors and asked
them to explore further. | recall this was positively received, and the SG became
involved and advised that this would only be permitted if the risks were minimised,

and accommodation met set criteria.

120. Considerations then moved to the possibility of housing students on cruise
ships. Again, NUS Scotland identified similar welfare issues, for example some

rooms may have no windows.

121. Ultimately, some quarantine took place within student accommodation
within set parameters and conditions. | do not believe students were quarantined
on cruise ships. As | recall, these scenarios were avoided as India was taken off
the red list of countries and Indian students comprised a large part of the expected

student arrivals from red list countries.

Impact on Student Unions

122. In September 2020, freshers’ week did not take place as it would normally.
Welcome events for students largely took place online, to provide opportunities for
new students to connect and make friends through virtual meet-and-greets,

quizzes and other initiatives.

123. Student associations normally have formal political governance structures
where students can meet, discuss, and debate issues impacting themselves and
other students. Democratic forums such as this transferred online, as did formal
and informal university and college governance structures, including contact

between student unions and university and college management.

124. The local student associations worked closely with their respective
university and college management as part of local decision making and in the
implementation of national COVID-19 guidance and legislation. Many student
unions were impacted financially when they were forced to close. Several student
unions — particularly larger university student unions — receive income from the
operation of bars and cafés. As charitable organisations, this income is then re-
invested in providing greater opportunities for students. This income stream was

impacted by lockdowns and the shift to online freshers’ weeks.
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125. The online campus experience and lack of in-person freshers’ weeks
prevented new students from making friends and enjoying the opportunities usually
available when starting university or college, as well as having an impact on the
income of several student unions. Student unions were unable to accrue income
from freshers’ events to reinvest in the overall student experience. The closure or
reduction on student union bar and café activity had a knock-on effect on the
income of NUS Charity, which operates a trading consortium through which

several student unions purchase stock for their café or bar at discounted prices.

Social and community isolation

126. Pre-pandemic, student unions played a pivotal role in social and community
inclusion. Within student unions, students self-organised meet and greets, events,
clubs and societies, quizzes, and social activities. At the beginning of the
pandemic, most of this activity pivoted online to keep people and communities

safe. Gradually, some of this activity resumed in person when restrictions allowed.

127. Student unions put on lots of activities to try to tackle isolation and to enable
students to make friends. NUS Scotland and student unions played a key role in
advocating for the provision for welfare support and care packages for students

isolating alone in accommeodation.

128. Students have a long and proud history of volunteering in support of wider
communities and more vulnerable people. | know many students who were at the
heart of community volunteering and inclusion during the pandemic. For example,
Strathclyde Student Union played a role in coordinating student volunteers to help
support the Refuweegee charity deliver COVID-19 care packages to those in need,
and student clubs at Strathclyde University fundraised for the charity during the
early months of the pandemic in 2020. | know there will have been a plethora of

examples such as this across Scotland.

Help and advice

129. NUS Scotland’s member student unions offer help and advice to students.
Some student unions operate standalone advice services to students, offering

support on areas such as housing, finances, and academic appeals. Students may
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often be able to access other advice and help from their college or university,

alongside community supports.

Part D: Lessons Learned

130. The importance of the student voice needs to be acknowledged. Student
unions played a pivotal role in working with students, decision-makers and
communities throughout the pandemic. Where decision-makers listened to and
engaged with students, this helped avoid and overcome difficulties in
communication, which were pivotal during a public health crisis. When the SG
engaged with students in planning, it led to better outcomes. When authorities did
not engage with students in planning, for example the semi-official lockdown of
students by Universities Scotland in September 2020, it created significant
confusion and damaged public trust. When local college and university
managements involved students in decision-making, it enhanced cohesive
communications locally. Student unions were a critical hub of receiving and
communicating information, providing support to students where required and

improving the lives of students.

131. The fragile funding model of universiies and colleges
was exposed during the pandemic. Scotland’s universities have become
dependent on income from tuition fees from international and postgraduate
students. This, in part, appeared {o drive decision-making at times despite the risks
to public health. Scotland’s colleges were in a precarious financial position heading
into the pandemic, despite being a bedrock of social mobility and a provider of
education for all, no matter one’s background. Despite tight budgets, | witnessed
many colleges do all they could to support students. | withessed inequities in the
system, where at times colleges and college students did not receive the
consideration, they deserved. One key lesson of the pandemic is the need for
Scotland to strengthen its public funding and support to further and higher
education, in part to ensure decisions can be taken which are in the best interests

of people and society.
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132. Staff are a key bedrock of our colleges and universities. Staff deserve credit
and acknowledgement for the remarkable efforts they undertook to transform
education and student support, often at short notice, whilst also being personally

impacted by the effects of the pandemic.

133. Student loans and grants are insufficient to cover living expenses, rent and
bills. Many students rely on working significant hours alongside often full-time
studies. When the spread of the virus forced lockdowns and the closures of key
sectors of the economy, many students were left without the means to live.
Scotland should consider the extent to which its student support system prevents
students being able to dedicate their attention and focus on education, owing to
the intense financial burden and stresses many must overcome to remain in
education. The outcome of this system also sees many students leave education

with extensive debts.

Statement of Truth

| believe that the facts stated in this withess statement are true. | understand that
proceedings may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to be made, a false
statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief of its
truth.

Signed:
PD

Dated: 04/08/2025
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