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UK COVID-19 INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF AMIRA CAMPBELL

|, Amira Campbell, will say as follows: -

About NUS UK

1. “NUS” can refer to two separate organisations: NUS Charity, the
development organisation for students’ unions, and NUS UK, the
representative, campaigning organisation for students, which works with
students and student officers across the UK. This submission is written
from the NUS UK National President, about the work of NUS UK.

2. NUS UK represents 4,071,626 full time students across the UK and
1,453,979 part-time students.

3. NUS UK works with its members through democratic structures. Since the
pandemic, NUS UK has reformed its democracy, however at the time the
primary democratic event was NUS National Conference, which bought
together 750 elected representatives to debate the political direction of
NUS UK and elect their full-time officers.

4. NUS UK carries out regular polling of students, notably every term
throughout the period of this inquiry.

5. NUS UK also works with elected student officers on a more informal level,

through regular catch ups and consultation.
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6. NUS UK represents its members through our work in the education sector
and with government, having regular meetings and sitting on a series of
boards, through work in the media to advocate for students’ rights and
through a supporter recruitment and mobilisation theory of change to bring
about meaningful change for students.

7. NUS UK maintains ex-officio places on key education sector boards and
committees and works across the relevant sector bodies through
maintaining relationships with key stakeholders and regular catch ups.

8. NUS UK did not take up a different corporate structure as a result of the
pandemic. As with other organisations, we moved to work online, and as
an organisation which has always worked remotely across the four nations
as well as having office bases, we were more set up to take this forward
than our member unions were in some cases.

9. We did move our National Conference — due to take place in April 2020 -
online entirely and made this decision as the pandemic was beginning but
prior to national lockdown being announced.

10. Our representative and campaigning functions remained the same at their

core but were delivered remotely.

NUS UK and the Education Sector, and how these relationships changed

during the pandemic.

11. NUS UK maintains relationships across the wider further and higher

education sector, including with the following organisations.
The Office for Students in England [OfS];

12. We — the Vice President Higher Education [VPHE] and senior staff - meet
quarterly with the Chair, CEO and Senior Leadership Team and met more
regularly than this during the pandemic. We meet monthly with their
student engagement staff team. We now sit on the new Student Interest
Board; during the Specified Period we did not sit on its predecessor, the
Student Panel
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The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education across the UK [QAA];

13. The VPHE sits ex officio on the QAA Board, and co-Chairs the
Student-Staff Advisory Committee. NUS staff sit on QAA Consultative

Board and maintain delivery relationships across the organisation.
Students’ unions across UK universities;

14.We estimate that 95% of all UKHE students’ unions are members of the
National Union of Students UK. This means that they pay an annual
membership contribution, based on the amount of funding that they receive
from their universities, and in return can take part in our democratic

processes, campaign work and benefit from our networks and support.
Universities across the UK;

15. We do not tend to maintain individual relationships directly with universities
across the UK, rather our member students’ unions maintain relationships

with their parent institutions.
Universities UK (UUK)

16. We meet Universities UK’s senior leadership quarterly, and maintain

delivery relationships between the relevant organisation’s staff teams.

UK Government, and Governments of each of Northern Ireland, Wales and
Scotland.
17.We met the Universities’ Minister regularly to share updates and priorities

for students. This relationship was the core relationship to change during
the pandemic, as we began to meet the Universities’ Minister every three
weeks regularly to discuss and exchange information and updates.
Engagement with the governments of Northern Ireland, Wales and
Scotland continued and was productive.

Other sector bodies

18. Aside from the education organisations cited above, NUS UK maintained

engagement with organisations during the Specified Period across the
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housing sector, namely Unipol and UNITE as the major providers of
Purpose-Built Student Accommodation. As a member of Unipol, we sit
across their governance structures and liaised regularly with them during
the period of the inquiry to ensure that students who left their
accommodation early due to the lockdown were not financially penalised.
We also liaised with the Office for the Independent Adjudicator in HE
(OIAHE) in detail, primarily to support students who sought to make large

group complaints about their education.
NUS UK’s work as a Union
Changes to NUS UK’s Activity

19.NUS UK’s primary change to activity was to move it online, as discussed
above with reference to NUS National Conference. We moved from large,
in-person meetings and activity to using Skype for Business to run a

conference of several hundred officers.
Changes to NUS UK’s Campaign Goals

’

20. We also switched our campaign goals and work to safeguarding students

rights during the pandemic, launching the Student Safety Net campaign
' [AC/01 - INQO006427729] which advocated for students to be

able to “re-do, write-off, reimburse” their year — retake exams and
coursework, or-{he year as a whole, receive a fee rei__mbursement and write
off debt accrued by the year.

21.We surveyed students using NUS’ TOTUM Card [student discount card]
database, at the beginning of the pandemic and then at regular intervals
throughout. We have attached a presentation of the full results of this

survey.
Preparing for National Lockdown

22.We did not receive additional guidance or information aside from that given

to the Public. We think that the first significant move we made was to move
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our National Conference online, and we believe that this was around a
week before the lockdown was announced, however organisational data
retention policies mean we cannot access correspondence from that time.

23.We do not recall specific government consultations on the impact of
national lockdowns on young people, aside from that in the regular
meetings NUS’ elected officers held with the Universities’ Minister. These
meetings were either speculative, with no formal consultation, or to share
information rather than to consult.

24.We also do not have any recollection that there was formal consultation
between NUS UK, the UK government and/or FE and HE settings with
regards to guidance issued to universities during the pandemic, and
certainly not outside of speculative discussions in regular meetings.

25. There were significant concerns that students were not receiving enough
information from the Government about their campuses being open, their
rights concerning accommodation and course changes, and how the
government would treat them as renters living in groups in student halls.
We recall that a specific flashpoint for this was Christmas 2020, where
students who had returned to campus were unclear as to whether they
would be allowed to move from Halls for the Christmas break.

26.NUS UK has changed systems since this time, and so we no longer have
this documentation, however we recall that over 100 student leaders
signed an open letter to the Universities’ Minister asking for clarity on
whether students could travel, demonstrating the strength of feeling on the

government’s communication.

Student experience & changes in the nature of learning during the

pandemic
Student Support

27.We felt that the practice of supporting students to blended learning varied
across institutions. We held weekly meetings of student officers from

across the UK, and they would frequently bring issues with the transition to
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remote learning to the calls to check best practice from other universities
and colleges. There was little uniform approach, exacerbated by the living
situations that students were accessing learning from — where students
had space to learn and access to technology, they were able to engage in
blended learning, more easily than those living in shared space and shared
housing, or with poor digital infrastructure. There was a mixed approach to
supporting students to access technology, often based on institutional
preparedness and funding available for hardship.

28. Particularly difficult was the transition in the mid-point of the pandemic,
where students were in some cases expected to live back on campus, but
were still learning remotely from their student accommodation and halls of
residence. In this period students reported feelings of isolation and low
mental health.

29.In August 2021, our regular Covid-19 survey showed that just over 2/5

students were satisfied to some extent with the treatment of students and

learners by their university or college through the pandemic [AC/02 -
INQ000616862]

Access to technology

30.We were extremely concerned about students’ access to the equipment
they needed to learn remotely. This included concerns about the availability
of hardware, especially for college students who were not expecting to
require their own laptops as university students were.

31.We were especially concerned about broadband infrastructure across rural
parts of the UK.

32.1In August 2021, over 1/3 of students claimed their expectations had not
been met in the previous term and cited in comments that this was in part
due to lack of teaching resources. Students whose courses had a

vocational element were particularly dissatisfied, with 2/3 indicating that

Covid had negatively impacted their courses. [AC/02 -
INQ000616862]
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Teaching Quality & Effectiveness

33.In our regular polling, students indicated that the things that made remote
delivery less effective and satisfactory was the missing collaborative and
social element of learning together. Please see the below data from Aug 21
and Jul 20 which answers the question “Please tell us which of the
following you felt you missed out on in your last term as a result of the

Coronavirus pandemic?” This is taken from a base of 3944 respondents.
[AC/02 - INQ000616862]
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34.0n a sector level, it is difficult to ascertain the quality of remote learning
and training, as normal methods of quality assessment also had to be
changed and adapted.

35.1n July 2020, according to NUS UK’s surveying work, 63% of students were
concerned about the quality of online teaching, falling to 53% in August
2021, showing perhaps that students had become more used to online
delivery and institutions had begun to overcome the initial problems of
transferring online [AC/02 - INQO00616862] |

36. We polled students to see whether they had got the results that they
expected in July 2020. Of the 3944 bases, 21% said no, rising to 34% in
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August 2021. When asked in open fields why, students flagged the lack of
support, difficulties studying at home, stress and iliness, teaching quality

online and lack of motivation as themes to explain why they did not get

their expected results. [AC/02 - INQ000616862]

The Transition to Blended Learning

37.We advised that hardship funding be made available to students as quickly
as possible, so that they could continue to engage with their learning —
especially as traditional part-time and summer work was unavailable in the
first throes of the pandemic, and our research told us not only that
students’ own income was being impacted by the pandemic, but also the
incomes of those who they had relied on for financial support.

38. The Westminster government released £85m of hardship funding over the
course of the pandemic for students, in addition to Student Premium
funding. Student Premium funding is the money given to institutions which
funds access and participation work and hardship funding.

39. We recall that the majority of institutions put “No Detriment” policies in
place, however due to system changes we no longer have records of this

work.
Students’ Experiences during the Pandemic

40. In our polling, students cited lack of support when they were self-isolating

as an issue frequently, however much of our information on this issue

comes from media responses. For example, the following article | [AC/03 -
INQ000642130] |n which an NUS spokesperson is featured

cites that students were being given food unsuitable for their dietary

requirements and allergies while in legally-enforced periods of isolation in
their halls, and were being charged significantly more than the cost of their
weekly shops would otherwise have been, as they were having to have
prepared food delivered rather than ingredients

41.NUS UK’s polling shows that students were struggling with their mental

health and wellbeing during the pandemic, which was particularly severe
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for those with pre-existing mental health conditions. One student cited in
their open field response: ““OCD enhanced, isolation causing severe
loneliness and fear of going outside and people- constantly worried”

[Female, I&S | Undergraduate] [AC/02 -

INQ000616862]

42.In November 2020, 52% of students indicated their mental health had
worsened over the pandemic; in March 2021 it sat at 56% and November
2021 it dropped back to 52% [AC/02 - INQ000616862]

43.The pandemic impacted not only students’ own incomes, as the ‘traditional’

student part time jobs in hospitality were no longer available, but the
incomes of those who would have supported them were also impacted,
whether through furlough or lack of work.

44 This graph shows the perceived impact of Covid on students’ income,
tracked from July 2020 [maroon] to August 2021 [green]% [AC/02 -

INQ000616862]
s T 5]
Major impact ! E”'jg,
_ﬂ b
Moderate impact I "El
| — ma
N e — -
Slight impact 18" -._-:ll».g'
_—7‘7 . F e 3 r**_?"
Mo impact Efi"
e — |
) i 5%
Don't know fprefer not to say
N

45.This graph shows the impact on the incomes of those who would financially

support students [AC/02 - INQ000616862]
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46.

Support from external bodies

47. The OfS was responsible for distributing hardship funding to providers in

line with their student premium allocations.

48. These two graphs show students’ perceptions of support from their

institutions in July 2020 and August 2021 respectively

[AC/02 -

INQ000616862]

49.
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Position on initial Lockdown

51.NUS UK was primarily concerned about the financial impact of students

being locked down in their halls when they wanted to return to the family

home and made significant representations to sector bodies and regulators

that students should have their rents reimbursed. These were successful,

and it was calculated that over £500m went back into the pockets of

students in the immediate pandemic period.

Exams and Assessment

52.We have shared above [35] students’ perception of whether they got the
grades they were expecting in July 2020 and August 2021.
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53.NUS UK’s concerns at the time were that students would not be able to
engage equitably in examinations because of their different access to
online learning, hardware and the different personal impacts of the
pandemic on them. These were raised with QAA, who shared best practice
in examinations and worked in partnership, and with the universities
minister.

54. Students faced challenges of shared equipment, shared working
environments with younger siblings or family members also working from
home, different expectations from different examining and awarding bodies
and lack of information and clarity.

55.We recall that the Office for Students delivered guidance on Maintaining
Quality & Standards during Covid, which sought to show providers how
they could accommodate students and meet the B3 Regulatory Conditions
on Quality. This referenced the work of students’ unions, including Exeter
Students’ Guildé [AC/05 - INQ000651379]

56.Many HE and FE providers instituted “No Detriment” policies, which
secured students’ grades against grades they had already received for
assessed work — i.e. if you had achieved a 2:1 on exams in December
2019, your exams in June 2020 could not drop below a 2:1. These were

campaigned for by NUS and students’ unions. We do not hold a record of

how many institutions introduced these policies. [AC/04 -
- INQ000588120]
57.As above, NUS supported member unions to advocate for No Detriment
policies, and issued briefing guidance [AC/04 -
INQ000588120]

The overall impact of the pandemic on students

58. The downturn in young people’s mental health since the pandemic has
been well-documented across multiple studies. At NUS, we see the
ongoing impacts through students’ unions and ongoing reports of

loneliness and isolation, although it is difficult to draw a line between the
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isolation which is an ongoing impact of Covid, and isolation caused by the
current student financial and cost of living crisis, which has seen students
sacrificing entertainment and socialising, and working longer hours to make
ends meet.

59. Member students’ unions report that participation in extra-curricular
activities such as membership of clubs and societies hit historic lows during
the pandemic and recovery has been patchy, with engagement levels only
returning to pre-pandemic levels this year at best.

60. There was undoubtedly a compounding of disadvantage across various
groups of students with protected characteristics during the pandemic,
which will have caused a differential impact, however we do not have

enough data from the time to disaggregate against these characteristics.

Lessons Learned

61.To mitigate the impacts of the pandemic on young people and students,
concern needs to be given to the condition of “studenthood” and the unique
nature of the situation of those in residential higher education.

62. Living in HMOs or halls which were frequently bigger than the maximum
numbers allowed in a bubble, needing to be able to travel across the
country out of term time and for Christmas, needing to be able to move in
the summer: all of these are commonalities of being a student living away
from home. These specific functions of being a student were rarely taken

into account.

Statement of Truth
63.1 believe that the facts stated in this witness 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.
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Personal Data

64.Signed:

65. Dated: _14/08/25
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