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Abstract
In the UK, the first ‘lockdown’ of the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a rapid 
shift to online learning and digital technologies in Higher Education (HE). While 
the situation was unprecedented, extant literature on online learning suggested there 
would be challenges, opportunities, and benefits to this transition, and we sought 
to understand these via a case study of one UK HEI department at this time. To 
draw out in-depth and nuanced accounts of this (at time of investigation–unstudied) 
scenario, qualitative data were collected via semi-structured online interview or 
written reflection. To explore, identify and understand the experiences from both 
sides, and with a diverse sample, we purposively recruited both staff (n = 10) and 
students (n = 12), from various roles and backgrounds, including those with ad-
ditional learning and/or mental health needs. The ‘bricolage’ data were analysed 
inductively, utilising a latent reflexive approach, and organised into a framework 
around five core themes: ‘methods and means of engagement’; ‘learning mainte-
nance, destruction and construction’; ‘remote education and resource accessibil-
ity and literacy’; ‘support and communication’; and ‘life and learning: responses, 
adaptations and impacts’. Within these, a range of challenges, successes and, most 
importantly, future learning and innovation outcomes were identified by staff and 
students, particularly relevant to working with and supporting students with ad-
ditional needs in the online learning forum. These discoveries informed a set of 
practical recommendations, provided here in Box 1, for (rapid implementation of) 
online learning (in times of stress).
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1  Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, and the restrictions on social, educational, and commer-
cial interaction this brought, saw the temporary closure, from March 2020, of most 
face-to-face public establishments within the UK. While government-mandated clo-
sures of educational establishments were initially restricted to schools, ‘work from 
home’ guidance and travel restrictions meant that Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs) also had to quickly implement online teaching and learning in order to avoid 
a break in provision (Crawford et al., 2020). By April 2020, schools and HEIs were 
closed in 185 countries, impacting approximately 1.5 billion learners (UNESCO, 
2021). HEIs were forced to respond to the unprecedented restrictions on face-to-face 
activities by rapid and essential investment, development and upskilling in digital 
technologies (Watermeyer et al., 2021). Staff and students were required to rapidly 
transition to digital, distance delivery of not only taught provision, but also indepen-
dent learning and student support. Furthermore, students with additional learning 
needs or challenges also faced digitalisation (or, in some cases, temporary loss) of the 
existing support provisions they would normally receive, including one-to-one and 
face-to-face support. This has presented unique challenges for these students, who 
have experienced particularly elevated levels of disruption and anxiety (Sideropoulos 
et al., 2021).

Research surrounding the challenges, successes and future learning of such an 
unanticipated and accelerated digitalisation of the education sector was just begin-
ning to emerge when this study was conceived (e.g. Sánchez-Cruzado et al., 2021; 
Hodges et al., 2020), and continues to do so as restrictions continue to change and 
education systems globally are required to adapt within the post-pandemic world. 
Indeed, many studies have been published since the conception and execution of this 
study—which was conducted early in the first phase of the UK pandemic restrictions, 
to draw on immediate and raw responses of staff and students directly experiencing 
this change. We summarise some of the emerging literature at the end of this section, 
for context, and return to it later when discussing our findings, with the caveat that 
it did not directly inform our study, which was already underway when most of this 
work was published.

However, even prior to the pandemic and the emergence of this specific literature, 
we were able to draw on a wealth of prior research surrounding pedagogy for online 
learning, (e.g. Lawrence, 2020; Coker, 2018; Doering et al., 2009), to provide some 
useful context. Advantages of online education, where students use Internet-enabled 
devices (such as laptops and mobile phones) to study and interact with learning mate-
rials, include the fact that it can be done at any location with an Internet connection 
(Singh & Thurman, 2019), and can occur synchronously or asynchronously (Brady & 
Pradhan, 2020). Benefits of this approach have been emerging in academic research 
for at least two decades, in line with the post-millennium expansion of technologi-
cal use and access, such as the potential for increased accessibility (Russ & Hamidi, 
2021, Pearson & Koppi, 2002), diversity (Ciges, 2001), efficacy (Suprianto et al., 
2020), innovation (Davis et al., 2018) and flexibility (Daymont et al. 2011; Daniel 
2016).
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However, both during and prior to the pandemic, challenges associated with online 
learning have been identified–such as equality of access, digital poverty and digi-
tal literacy for both students and instructors (Henriksen et al., 2020; De Macedo & 
Ulbricht, 2013; Muilenburg & Bierge, 2005), impact of digital literacy or skills on 
ability to utilise it effectively (Sánchez-Cruzado et al., 2021; Breakstone et al., 2018) 
and appropriateness of content for an online format, particularly when designed at 
an emergency pace (Hodges et al., 2020). While mass delivery of online learning in 
large numbers is one of the advantages of an online platform, the effectiveness of this 
from a student perspective has also been called in to question–with a range of chal-
lenges and benefits identified surrounding cohort size, group interaction and learning 
outcomes (Hamann et al., 2012; Hurst, 2020). Staff have also identified similar ben-
efits and challenges (Palmer & Holt, 2014; Davis et al., 2007.)

While online learning has long been a part of academia for those who choose 
or require more flexibility in their studies, and online or blended-learning learning 
tools are well established in the education sector, prior to this pandemic they were 
more typically an optional addition rather than a mandatory necessity. Further, access 
to technological provision for those without home access to devices or the internet 
could be facilitated via the physical university provision of computer and library 
spaces—whereas this was not possible in the pandemic context. The Office for Stu-
dents (OfS) found that 52% of students said learning during the pandemic was nega-
tively affected by poor internet access, 18% reported technological equipment issues 
and 71% reported lack of appropriate study spaces (OfS, 2021). Other unique chal-
lenges of the pandemic such as home-schooling duties during times of school clo-
sures (Cheng et al., 2021) meant students with children had to juggle home-schooling 
with their own teaching and learning. Similarly, those with other caring responsibili-
ties or keyworker roles inevitably also had to balance studies with additional burden 
of these tasks. These are important issues for consideration in connection with equity 
and equality of the accessibility of online learning provisions; and understanding 
how these kinds of issues impact upon students and staff from their own perspective 
is a crucial first step towards addressing them.

In order to understand experiences of learning and teaching during the COVID-19 
pandemic, we conducted a qualitative investigation with staff and students in a UK 
Higher Education Institution (HEI), at the peak of the rapid transference to online 
learning. A qualitative approach was selected to draw out in-depth and nuanced 
descriptions of the participant experiences, and the qualitative analysis adopted here 
brings a unique and collaborative vision for students with additional needs right at 
the first phase of UK pandemic restrictions. This enables a deep and detailed identi-
fication of the impact of the restrictions in relation to higher education digitalization, 
focussing on including students with additional needs and staff voices from within 
the same department. Thus, this approach enabled this project to explore, identify 
and understand the issues and ideas experienced from both sides of the experience. 
Participants were purposively sampled in order to capture such experiences of indi-
viduals from a variety of demographic background, and with an array of extra-curric-
ular challenges (such as work or caring responsibilities), and to ensure inclusion of 
the voices of those with additional learning or other support needs. The aim was to 
explore the challenges, successes and lessons from the rapid transition in this diverse 
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sample. These discoveries informed an emergent set of recommendations as detailed 
in Box 1 for (rapid implementation of) online learning (in times of stress).

Retrospectively considering literature that has emerged since first drafting this 
paper, a number of studies have investigated students’ experiences and perceptions 
of online learning in the pandemic context. Many have focused on measuring levels 
of satisfaction, and identifying factors that contribute to this—a problem that is criti-
cal to the future of Higher Education, thus holding significant relevance to academic, 
professional and industry stakeholders. To date, findings have been mixed; for exam-
ple, Churi et al. (2021) surveyed engineering students in Turkey and India, and Arik 
(2021) surveyed students from over 60 Turkish universities. Both identified generally 
positive opinions of online learning during COVID, with it being rated as equal to 
(Churi et al., 2021), or–provided the student had appropriate technology–even pref-
erable to face to face learning (Arik, 2021). In contrast, surveys of students in the 
United Kingdom of Jordan found over around a third were dissatisfied with online 
learning during COVID-19 (Maqableh & Alia, 2021); a survey of Malaysian univer-
sity students found the majority did not want to learn online in the future (Chung et 
al., 2020); and a mixed-methods study of US university students noted deterioration 
of satisfaction and growing frustration (Parker et al., 2021). Several studies found 
that students experienced both benefits and challenges; e.g. Selco and Habbak’s 
(2021) study of STEM students at a California State polytechnic found that over half 
of students surveyed reported benefits (such as flexibility and convenience) of online 
learning during COVID-19, but distractions and lack of connection were common 
disadvantages. A qualitative study of Thai students learning English highlighted that 
while students found online learning acceptable during the pandemic, they preferred 
face to face lessons, and practical factors such as distractions and poor internet in the 
home were frequent barriers to learning (Sukman & Mhunkongdee, 2021).

A number of studies have begun to explore the nuances of online learning during 
the pandemic; such as distinctions in preferences for or effectiveness of particular 
types of remote instruction. Giray’s (2021) survey of Turkish university students, 
and Chung et al.’s (2020) study of Malaysian university students, for example, both 
explored preferences for different types of online learning, with video recordings 
of lectures being identified a particularly favoured resource. Emerging studies have 
also, as with our study, recognised that staff perspectives and needs are essential to 
consider (e.g. Blackford et al., 2021; Maatuk et al., 2021), and cannot be overlooked 
when considering the efficacy of HE digitalization, and the future of HE delivery. 
Educators have faced many challenges in delivering ‘crisis e-learning’ during the 
pandemic (e.g. Tomczyk & Walker, 2021), and in addition to the burden on staff, 
the quality and capability of educators to operate within a digital realm can impact 
student satisfaction and perceived performance (Gopal et al., 2021).

Many of the emerging studies are attuned to a specific geographical context and/
or a specific academic discipline or institution–much like our research specifying one 
UK case study; but occasional cross-cultural studies have identified that there are sig-
nificant variations in experiences of students in different geographical locations. For 
instance, Cranfield et al.’s (2021) study spanning South Africa, Wales and Hungary, 
draws attention to the potential impact of socio-economic factors, digital literacy, and 
cultural differences on students’ experiences of online learning in the era of COVID-
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19. Thus, while a body of literature is accumulating, there is still very much a need 
for continued investigation–through both qualitative and quantitative approaches, to 
build a library of resources that can benefit HE internationally, benefits both during 
the uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.

Furthermore, while face to face sessions have, at the time of writing (January 
2022) resumed in UK universities, HE is still experiencing an ongoing rapid digi-
talization process–with the development of new technologies in progress, and the 
emergence of COVID-19 variants creating fluctuations in restrictions. In addition, 
the ability to deliver effective education online at short notice is also crucial in other 
emergency scenarios—such as natural disasters (Dhawan, 2020). This brings a neces-
sity to future-proof educational provisions, which will have implications for the HE 
sector indefinitely, and further highlights the importance of research, such as this, to 
identify practical recommendations for the rapid implementation of—and now con-
tinued maintenance of—online learning, particularly in times of stress or uncertainty.

2  Methodology

2.1  Design

We conducted a qualitative investigation utilising a ‘bricolage’ approach, i.e. obtain-
ing and collating data, from both staff and students, through a variety of method-
ologies/modalities—in this case, semi-structured (remote) one-to-one interviews and 
written reflections submitted online via synchronous digital chat, email or a research 
portal. Bricolage is particularly appropriate where there is a need to collect a large 
amount of data in a short period of time, with insights from multiple perspectives 
(Kincheloe et al., 2011; Sobers, 2010)–which was very important here, due to the 
rapidly evolving nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and governmental regulations 
and the need to hear from individuals while the critical period of change and adapta-
tion was fresh in their minds.

2.2  Participants

Participants were nine teaching-responsible staff members and eleven students from a 
Social Science department in a UK HEI (anonymised for ethical reasons). Purposive 
sampling was used to recruit individuals from a variety of demographic backgrounds, 
with a range of different teaching and learning profiles; specifically, we recruited 
student participants of a variety of ages (both ‘traditional’ recent school-leaver 
backgrounds and non-traditional route, mature students), with a range of ethnicities 
and genders, and placed emphasis on recruitment of students with additional learn-
ing needs. We recruited staff with a range of levels of seniority and types of duties 
(including a Teaching Assistant, Lecturers and Senior Lecturers, those with module 
and course leadership duties, and those teaching at levels 3 (Foundation Year) through 
to 8 (PhD). Final participant recruitment numbers were determined by research judg-
ment taking into account (a) progression towards saturation and (b) practical con-
straints e.g. (number of willing participants). Students were given the opportunity 
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to disclose learning difficulties, disabilities and/or mental health issues and 8 out of 
11 students reported either an additional learning challenge, mental health/wellbeing 
issues or both. These are indicated as relevant demographic information throughout 
to qualify quotations with additional information–“MHW” Indicates that the partici-
pant has disclosed a mental health and wellbeing issue they perceived as relevant to 
their response, and “LDD” Indicates that the participant has disclosed a learning dif-
ficulty or disability they perceived as relevant to their response.

2.3  Procedure

Participants were informed of the study with emails circulated to staff and students, 
and potential volunteers were asked to express their interest using an anonymised 
survey. Interested parties were sent a link to an information sheet, consent form and a 
pre-interview questionnaire consisting of basic demographics questions (age; gender; 
ethnicity; marital, occupational, additional needs, disability or difficulty), adminis-
tered via Qualtrics online survey software. Participants were invited at this point to 
create a unique code to support data anonymization and withdrawal, if desired. Due 
to the richness of data, the resulting sample was very appropriate for the qualitative 
nature of the study and the information sought via the research, allowing for a rich, 
nuanced and complex data set to suit the subject matter and research intention.

Participants chose their method and modality of participation for the qualitative 
component of the study; semi-structured one-to-one remote interviews (via online 
text-based chat or online video-call) or written reflection on the same questions used 
in the interview guide, submitted online via email or the Qualtrics research portal. 
They were also offered an opportunity to choose who conducted their interview, 
from a small pool of interviewers. While the information sheet assured participants 
of the confidentiality of their participation, the research team contained individuals 
who taught and/or worked alongside participants and we were cognizant of potential 
socially-desirable responding or power dynamics. We sought to minimize this and 
make participants as comfortable as possible by allowing to select their interviewer 
(or submit an anonymous written reflection).

A semi-structured interview schedule (or written prompt-sheet, for those provid-
ing written reflections) was used to guide participants in reflecting on experiences of 
the rapid transfer, while prompting them to discuss both challenges and opportunities 
openly including objective, subjective, technical, personal and emotional reactions 
to the transition. The perceived impact upon learning and assessment performance 
were also asked about. To situate the insights and impact gained within the indi-
vidual context, we also asked people to elaborate on how personal circumstances 
such as individual and diverse needs influenced their experiences of the transition 
to online learning or teaching. Some questions were posed to both staff and students 
(e.g. “How have you found this experience (of the switch to online learning), from a 
practical perspective?” whereas others were specific to students (e.g. How well have 
the university aided with this experience?”) or to staff (“How well have your students 
engaged with this experience?”).
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2.4  Analytical process

One-to-one interviews were conducted by LLN, JL, LW and LR, audio recorded and 
transcribed verbatim by LW and LR, and imported into NVIVO 12. A framework 
analysis procedure (Gale et al., 2013; Kiernan & Hill, 2018) was carried out, follow-
ing: Transcription (LW and LR), Familiarization with the interviews (LLN and DC), 
generation of initial codes based on 2 staff and 2 student transcripts (LLN and DC), 
development of a working analytical framework (LLN, DC), charting of data into the 
framework matrix (LLN, DC), and data interpretation (LLN, DC and JL).

As a protocol for trustworthiness (Amankwaa, 2016), after development of the 
framework, LLN and DC blind-coded the selected transcripts independently, fol-
lowed by collaborative comparison and discussion to reach an agreement on emerging 
codes. JL further blind coded the same transcripts and engaged in further discussion 
and consensus. LLN then coded the additional transcripts in line with the analyti-
cal framework constructed and a final check and discussion of the overall emergent 
themes was completed by LLN, JL and DC to ensure consistency, and to ensure the 
data outcomes were fully explored and extracted.

Coding was followed by reviewing, defining and naming the themes through dis-
cussion and mutual agreement of the research team. Analysis was wholly inductive, 
with themes dictated by the data rather than pre-specified. LW coded a sample of tran-
scripts utilising the completed framework to further ensure accuracy in interpreting 
the data set and his coding was wholly consistent with the framework, further ensur-
ing that any other themes or domains within the transcripts were not overlooked, in 
addition to checking for coherence and consistency. This process did not identify any 
problems with the framework adopted. Our goal was to utilise the framework in order 
to ensure that all important experiences had been identified, rather than to quantify 
them. Thus, if a coder identified additional aspects to the data through their own cod-
ing, this was included as a beneficial contribution rather than conflicting perception. 
That said, all coders were consistently in agreement surrounding the application of 
the framework and the codes and themes with no conflicts or disputes arising.

Documented procedures were undertaken to ensure that the research approach 
held “credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability” (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985), in line with recommendations from Amankwaa (2016) that “The creation of 
a protocol for establishing trustworthiness within qualitative research is essential to 
rigor”. (Amankwaa, 2016 p.123). In relation to credibility, the coding researchers 
participated in peer debriefing whereby they either joined live or watched record-
ings of a sample of each other’s initial interviews (LR and LW) and LLN listened 
to a sample of each–enabling reflection and feedback on interview style, technique, 
accuracy and practice. For further credibility, and also transferability and depend-
ability, researchers utilised journaling and notation throughout data analysis, cod-
ing, streamlining, theming and analytical processes, with journaling conducted after 
each of these significant activities from basic notes through to thicker description for 
exploration and justification to a research auditor.
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2.5  Ethics

The project undertook a Universalist stance on ethics, whereby ethically grounded 
rules laid out from the initiation of the research were not broken under any circum-
stances (Bryman, 2008). Any potentially identifying information within the inter-
view recordings (e.g., names of people, classes/courses, or places specific enough to 
endanger anonymity) was anonymised during transcription.

Ethical approval was granted by the Psychology Ethics Committee at the Univer-
sity of Wolverhampton.

3  Findings

The data were organised into a framework built around five core themes, discussed 
in detail below. These were ‘methods and means of engagement’ (encompassing 
the changes and adaptations in how people engaged with learning); ‘learning main-
tenance, destruction and construction’ (encompassing issues around how and why 
learning changed for better or worse, or remained the same); ‘remote education and 
resource accessibility and literacy’ (encompassing practical and skills-based factors 
that impacted upon ease of accessibility of online learning and teaching); support 
and communication’ (encompassing issues around how staff and students commu-
nicated, with particular focus on how this impacted support); and ‘life and learning: 
responses, adaptations and impacts’ (encompassing how the experience of rapid tran-
sition to online learning impacted people for better and/or worse, and what learning 
emerged).

3.1  Methods and Means of Engagement

Both staff and students spoke of the practical aspects of their experience of transition 
to online learning, describing the (sometimes novel, sometimes familiar) ways in 
which they engaged with teaching or learning. They identified (pre)recorded lectures, 
shared on a virtual learning platform and accessible asynchronously, as the primary 
and most prevalent means of taught content delivery (“lectures were recorded and 
always available could pick and choose when I wanted to watch them” Annalise, 
Student)–these were popular with students and staff in prompting accessibility and 
engagement with flexibility surrounding life commitments, which were often heavily 
exacerbated by the pandemic restrictions. However, some staff questioned their value 
in comparison with their normal (face-to-face) teaching practice (“I much prefer to 
work with that live interaction between staff and student… in terms of lecture content 
and engagement, I think students struggled…” (Christine, Staff), and some students 
found it negatively contravened their expectations, partly due to reduced capability 
for direct (i.e. synchronous) interaction “I like face-to-face, I like lectures. That’s why 
I came to university, if I wanted it this way, I would’ve done it..” (Sammy, Student 
[LDD, MHW]).

In addition to pre-recorded materials, live-streamed lectures, discussions and ques-
tion and answer opportunities via workshops delivered synchronously, or via online 
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forums utilised asynchronously, were all also identified as common approaches to 
teaching delivery by both staff and students–all of which were described as having 
both benefits and limitations, e.g. challenges of high numbers of students trying to 
ask questions at the same time, dominant voices and the risk of getting lost or feeling 
ignored due to the lecturer struggling to keep up with a heavy and constant stream 
(“ … if everyone’s typing I’m guessing all those messages are going to come through 
round about the same time … you’re gonna miss quite a lot of the answers” (Bailey, 
Student [LDD, MHW]).

One-to-one synchronous student learning support (e.g. via video conferencing 
software) was also highlighted by a small number of staff and students, in addition 
to email or similar forms of asynchronous online communication, providing learn-
ing opportunities and opportunities for student-staff interaction outside of formal 
teaching time. For some staff, these interactions had a negative impact on work-
load–though many students reported missing or not being aware of such interactions, 
implying that the take up of such opportunities, and/or knowledge of the possibility 
to all students may have been limited.

Finally, students identified self-directed remote means of engagement through the 
establishment of peer-networks for discussion of learning via social media and com-
munications technology such as WhatsApp, an interesting dimension that, though 
not established by staff, was reflective of initiatives other staff had reportedly tried to 
implement like social discussion time and peer interaction time within official univer-
sity platforms with, anecdotally, less success.

Overall, staff and students recognised varied challenges and opportunities associ-
ated with the wide array of methods of delivering and engaging with online learning.

3.2  Learning maintenance, destruction and construction

This theme encompasses views and experiences around how delivery quality of 
taught content changed (or was preserved) during the rapid transition to online learn-
ing, and how it might, or should, continue into the future. Within this theme we 
describe variability in experiences; the impact of time pressure on the adaptation to 
online learning; perceptions of staff going ‘above and beyond’; assessment adapta-
tions; challenges meeting additional needs; unexpected benefits, and ideas around 
‘looking forwards’ at what should be adapted or continued in the future.

3.2.1  Variability

Some spoke of some variability or inconsistency between departments, modules 
or staff in terms of provision (“some of them wasn’t and some of them was really 
helpful” Sammy, Student [LDD, MHW]). While some students described occasions 
where they perceived a lack of effort put into the provision given (“at one point it 
just felt like, you know what, because you’ve paid your money already, we have to 
throw something in” Bailey, Student [LDD, MHW]), others felt there was great effort 
put into a maintained high-quality learning provision (“It seemed that lecturers did 
everything they could depending, in the circumstances” (Tommy, Student [MHW])).
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Staff described variation in how feasible adaptation to online delivery was across 
different modules—being more challenging, and less attainable, for modules that had 
previously entailed significant practical engagement (e.g. specialised equipment or 
group interaction). They referenced how online delivery for such modules removed 
the potential for essential demonstrations, impeded flexibility in student involvement, 
and reduced interactivity (“In our case on the [level 8 course] there is a huge applied 
skills based component… I don’t think online can replace it” Les, Staff).

Some students also discussed detrimental impacts of not being able to receive 
and engage with certain types of learning face-to-face. Conversely, for some types 
of learning (particularly, lectures and drop-in sessions), students reported being very 
happy with the online format:

"We had lectures with the same lecturers every week which was great and you 
could do a drop-in session and you could show them assessments and that was 
perfect." (Sammy, Student [LDD, MHW])

Variability in who delivered the session, and how good they were at online delivery, 
was also reported, and consistency and familiarity of the lecturer were important to 
one participant (though this may have been because the lecturer in question was per-
ceived as a particularly good (online) teacher):

“If I’m honest if [Lecturer’s Name] was teaching this group I, and other stu-
dents agreed… I think it would’ve been different [better]” (Bailey, Student 
[LDD, MHW])

This inconsistency was also recognised by staff, and partially attributed to variable 
pre-existing levels of technological literacy, though they also referenced the emer-
gency, time-sensitive nature of the work as a limiting factor, as discussed in the next 
subsection.

3.2.2  Impact of time pressure

Time pressure was a major factor discussed by both staff and students, with staff not-
ing that action (i.e. commencement of online delivery) was needed before compre-
hensive training and support could be appropriately introduced.

Students were generally sympathetic to the challenges brought by the immediacy 
of the rapid transfer, and the implications of this for staff to have to act quickly and 
digitalise learning provisions with minimal warning: “I think they did the best they 
could with the short time they had… it’s an unprecedented situation” (Finley, Student 
[MHW]). Expressions like ‘in the circumstances’ and ‘best they could’ implied that 
students were taking this into account and judging the quality of provision more leni-
ently than they might have done ordinarily.

Staff themselves elaborated on issues of haste required in material creation, with 
consideration of the “rushed” unprecedented nature of the task (“everything needed 
to be done immediately … lack of time to do things” Sarah, Staff). Some staff reflected 
on the necessity to prioritise producing a high volume of resources that transferred 
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the required information quickly over preparing more creative, optimal resources, 
and regretted not being able to ‘do more’, or do things perfectly.

“When we were originally told that we were to move everything online I don’t 
remember exactly how long we had … it was really quick. That didn’t give us 
a whole lot of scope thinking creatively … we just kind of threw them together 
last minute.” (Zack, Staff).

3.2.3  Above and beyond

While unavoidable ‘rushing’ was mentioned, staff also recounted expending signifi-
cant effort to ensure they still attended to pedagogical considerations in adapting the 
learning provision to an online format:

“There are big differences between how people engage online and how people 
engage face-to-face… I think pedagogically it’s kind of different, you have to 
account for those for those differences” (Spencer, Staff).

Though highlighting the workload implications of this (“I had to spend a long 
time researching strategies to try and improve engagement.” Matilda, Staff), staff 
explained willingness to input significant additional efforts to ensure the quality of 
the learning provision (“the extra hours involved in preparing the teaching …you 
don’t mind putting the hours into that” Sarah, Staff). Part of this change was adapting 
to new methods and means of delivery, for a range of subject areas including both 
traditionally text-based and practical disciplines.

While there were initial concerns from staff that the lack of time for adjustment 
prohibited creativity in development of materials, they also reflected that while adapt-
ing to online delivery, innovation and creativity, and the development of new skills 
(e.g. vital digital literacy for new technologies), were all prevalent. They described 
the undertaking of rapid CPD to ensure quality:

“I have felt well supported via the training opportunities provided… I am learn-
ing and adapting and I believe the materials I am creating are good, beneficial 
and accessible to students” (Susan, Staff).

Furthermore, staff and students recurrently described forced technological upskill-
ing on both an individual and institutional level, enabling innovation and enhancing 
teaching for the future.

“[Staff] would be comfortable working in ways that they wouldn’t have been 
comfortable to work with before” (Les, Staff).

Several staff praised the learning that emerged during the process, and that peer sup-
port provisions (such as online collaborations, discussions and new communications 
software) developed enabling them to enhance their new online provisions over time 
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(“we are continuing to learn and adapt in ways that will better facilitate learning for 
everyone using digital technologies, even beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.” Susan, 
Staff).

3.2.4  Assessment adaptations

Staff reported making urgent changes to assessment and introducing emergency 
measures to ensure all students had a fair chance at their assignments such as the 
introduction of alternative but relevant assignments, and the creation of workarounds 
so that students could still complete their mandatory dissertations in a time where 
active data collection could not be moved online and completed (“I’ve actually had 
to kind of create a false data set for the student …they hadn’t had the opportunity” 
Spencer, Staff). Students echoed this, speaking of a range of changes to their assess-
ments including examinations being replaced by essays and research projects having 
dummy data sets generated in place of the opportunity to collect real world data.

In relation to marking and grading, students’ views diverged on the support given; 
some suggested that more allowances should have been made with arguments that 
“the grading policy … I don’t think was justified” (Bailey, student [LDD, MHW] and 
a call for more lenient “discretionary” measures to allow students achieving border-
line grades to pass (Sammy, Student [LDD, MHW]). Some, however, spoke posi-
tively about the adjustments made, such as granting of extensions due to mitigating 
circumstances (“With the universities support and extensions, I was able to complete 
the work to the best of my ability given the circumstance.” (Charlie, Student)); and 
reduction in the number of credits used to calculate degree classifications (“Lessen-
ing the amount of credits that they used, that did help me” (Annalise, student)).

Both staff and students spoke of the additional measures, such as extra time and 
extra tools to aid with assessments, that were introduced to help support all students, 
and these were largely perceived to be positive (“…the changing of the assignments 
and the things … I think they dealt with it the best that they could.” (Finley, Student 
[MHW])). However, some students reported a drop in their grades (“All my grades 
are really low, I’ve even failed one module.” (Sammy, Student [LDD, MHW]))—
suggesting the efforts made to support students in the online domain were not able to 
mitigate completely against the detrimental impact of the pandemic.

Interestingly, one student noted that blanket changes, intended as a supportive tool 
for all, do not necessarily aid all students’ needs. They felt that extensions (although 
optional) felt difficult to resist when they were available, despite not necessarily 
being beneficial:

“I can see the danger there of keep extending deadlines …someone like me 
particularly with depression and so-on I could’ve very much kept leaving it … 
it could’ve ended up worse.” (Alex, Student [MHW])
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3.2.5  Challenges meeting additional needs

Some specific difficulties were described as impacting students with additional learn-
ing needs, where it was not possible to fully meet their support requirements in the 
way they required during remote delivery:

“There are a lot of people who might not have been able to get the service that 
they were initially promised” (Jessie, Student [MHW])

Some reflected on aspects of support that simply were not possible online, such as 
looking at hard copies of material in physical proximity to their tutor:

“I haven’t felt supported, I haven’t felt guided…I need to be able to print some-
thing off and sit with my tutor and say to my tutor, “what’s this” because of my 
learning disability.” (Sammy, Student [LDD, MHW]).

Face to face provision was missed by another student with dyslexia who had tried 
receiving support via email but found it was not an equal alternative to the provision 
they felt they needed (“I’ve struggled with it, I have done stuff with email but I’ve got 
dyslexia…I am better having proper tuition where I can talk face-to-face” Sammy, 
Student [LDD, MHW]).

A particular issue was noted for students with additional learning needs who were, 
pre-COVID, supported by a note-taker:

"Think about students who used to have note-takers, like I used to have [name] 
in to help take notes you know so when you’re literally not having that service 
anymore it’s like all those have been taken away from you so now it’s like you?re 
trying to deal with it by yourself". (Bailey, Student [LDD, MHW])

In addition to learning-related needs, one participant highlighted specific challenges 
in receiving mental health support remotely:

"I was in the process of having therapy through the Uni when it all happened so 
that moved to online…it was a bit awkward because of the environment I was 
in because you’re not in a private environment you’re in a house where other 
people can hear you…" (Alex, Student [MHW])

In relation to provision for students who were deaf or hard of hearing, whilst the 
university staff paid particular attention to accurate subtitling, interpreters and other 
similar support measures, it is clear that some student participants felt the digital 
alternative did not entirely replace this provision.

3.2.6  Unexpected benefits

While there were many challenges, there were also many successes and benefits 
described. In part due to staff efforts (I am learning and adapting and I believe the 
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materials I am creating are good, beneficial and accessible to students.” (Susan, 
Staff); and in part due to unique affordances of online delivery (“Thanks COVID; 
you’ve literally helped me out… in front of a screen you can just sort of focus on 
the content.” (Jessie, Student [MHW]), many students identified and appreciated 
strengths in the provision offered (“It surpassed my expectations; I was absolutely 
thrilled.” (Elizabeth, Student [MHW])). Several felt their online-taught provisions 
were either on a par with, or enhanced, in comparison to pre-COVID provisions, 
with some finding that it surpassed previous (face-to-face) provision in meeting their 
individual learning needs.

3.2.7  Looking forwards

Many students highlighted a desire for future flexibility combining online and face-
to-face elements of teaching:

“I personally felt I had more control over how I spent my time, rather than tak-
ing time to get to university and sit in a lecture hall that may have had limited 
engagement…” (Matthew, Student).

Whilst others, though acknowledging that it was most appropriate to the situation, 
they did not want online learning to be the sole future of university taught provision:

""I will probably learn more ef ectively through being in Uni and being back 
in that environment … there’s plans on there being a mix" (Finley, Student 
[MHW]).

At the point of interview, several staff engaged in a reflective cognitive-revaluation of 
their ongoing provision. Whilst noting things that they might have done differently in 
hindsight (“I wish I had changed content and I wish I had thought about it a bit more, 
but at the same time it all happened so quickly” (Claire, Staff), they also identified 
things that they were optimistic about developing, going forward, with more time, 
scope and access to knowledge and resources:

“As time goes on the technologies are hopefully adapting and updating to help 
make them more user friendly and adaptable for specific situations and needs.” 
(Susan, Staff)

There was a dominant voice of positivity surrounding provision being the best it 
could have been at the time, and positive innovations and developments for future 
education that have emerged:

"We are continuing to learn and adapt in ways that will better facilitate learn-
ing for everyone using digital technologies, even beyond the COVID-19 pan-
demic" (Susan, Staff)
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3.3  Remote education and resource accessibility and literacy

Both students and staff reported a range of challenges and inequities associated with 
access to technology, including hardware and software access. For staff, importance 
of access to, and training in use of, appropriate recording equipment for capturing 
lectures and other learning materials digitally was raised, with not all staff being 
able to access this smoothly, and ability of their devices to cope with the technol-
ogy varying. Students described challenges in access to devices with many being in 
households that had single or limited devices and several people within the household 
(including home schooling dependants) requiring access to these. Due to the cost of 
such devices, affordability and accessibility were a key challenge in equality, particu-
larly where university-based digital resources (e.g. PCs in study spaces on-campus) 
that students ordinarily used became inaccessible by restrictions and closures. While 
the University did undertake to loan IT equipment to students without access, a short-
age of laptops and similar digital equipment prevented timely roll-out of this initia-
tive to all who needed it.

Digital literacy, which was reported to be very varied between staff and students 
alike, was another factor impacting ability to effectively transition to remote online 
learning and teaching. Staff reported a need for rapid CPD and upskilling, but also 
spoke of challenges finding the time to do so. Several were keen to learn and inno-
vate, but faced barriers including lack of resources, restricted resource capability, and 
limited personal digital literacy. Many students cited discomfort in the online realm, 
not just in online learning but also avoiding social media and struggling to understand 
and navigate the internet more generally. Further challenges were highlighted for 
students with additional support needs; increased digital literacy had to be attempted 
with high levels of independence with only remote support available, while some (as 
described earlier) found online support inferior to face-to-face provision in meeting 
their needs. Further accessibility issues were identified for students who needed sup-
portive or adaptive equipment and resources e.g. hearing aids and visual impairment 
aids. Those who relied upon a sign language interpreter in lectures, for example, were 
particularly reliant upon accurate subtitles for remote lecture slides.

Access to appropriate (e.g. quiet/private) learning spaces within the home was 
also an issue for many (“[you can’t] take for granted that somebody has… a space 
that they can be and sort of follow the session” (Les, Staff)). Furthermore, challenges 
in accessing physical books and texts, when libraries were forced to reduce opening 
hours and eventually close, further exacerbated the challenges for those struggling 
with access to technology for remote learning, who were less able to avail of e-books 
due to the aforementioned barriers.

Even for those that could access and confidently use the technology, both staff 
and students identified occasions where the university software failed to cope with 
mass use, leading to overload in the system and issues in being able to engage with 
learning, particularly in the case of content taught synchronously. Furthermore, both 
students and staff reported common issues with internet connectivity—from low-
bandwidth broadband to no internet access in the home, which created a significant 
barrier to delivering/accessing online learning, and was a frequent source of stress 
(“We lost internet here for about two weeks and I thought, we’d lost everything”) 
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(Sammy, Student [LDD, MHW]). Some staff spoke of instances where technical fail-
ures led to duplication of work (e.g. needing to re-record lectures), which interacted 
negatively with the rapidness of the transfer, resulting in increased workload and 
associated pressure.

3.4  Support and communication

The shift to wholly online delivery saw significant changes and disruptions to com-
munications between staff, students, and the wider University. Notably, there was 
a large increase in volume of communications, owing to the need to disseminate 
guidance in an unprecedented situation, and exacerbated by frequent short-notice 
changes to protocols being implemented by their University in response to changing 
government guidance. While both staff and students felt the information contained in 
these communications was likely important or useful, they found them hard to keep 
up with due to the sheer volume of them (“it’s just too much.” (Spencer, Staff)), with 
several speaking of 'information overload'.

Many found the use of multiple platforms for information dissemination (email, 
video, MS Teams messages, and online verbal briefings) confusing, due to dupli-
cation of information—or in some cases conflicting information (particularly when 
guidance changed rapidly and messages may be outdated by the time they were read). 
Several participants noted how challenging it was that communications strategies 
lacked consistency, from the systems that were used (“Everybody was doing slightly 
different things and we were all using slightly different systems for communicating … 
it felt quite chaotic” (Claire, Staff)), to the degree of contact maintained (“There was 
a lot of over sending of stuff, and then not sending of anything… you’ve either got 
50 emails about it, or you got nothing” (Alex, Student [MHW])). Some students and 
staff reported communication difficulties leading to delays and difficulties in gaining 
access to information and support, particularly from centralised services where they 
were reliant upon generic helpline numbers, issue logs or email addresses. There 
were frustrations over emails that went unanswered, missed calls, meetings not fit 
for purpose and not enough time made available to resolve issues (“Sometimes you 
would send an email and you would not get a response for weeks…” Bailey, Student 
[LDD, MHW]).

Other students did, however, report feeling well responded to and informed by 
university staff (“Lecturers replied quickly to emails for support” (Charlie, Student)). 
Some staff reported developing a new empathy for student needs, undertaking addi-
tional burdens and making additional efforts to further support student learning, 
grounded in a heightened sense of responsibility. They reported mixed outcomes, 
with some describing an increased ability and ease of access in communicating with 
students, leading to enhanced rapport and satisfaction in being able to best support 
them, and others encountering new challenges in making/maintaining contact with 
students solely online. There were also workload and emotional implications of 
undertaking this additional responsibility level without additional capacity to do so.

The value of peer support communication networks being established in the online 
context was highlighted by both staff and students. They created a sociable, collab-
orative online environment which several participants felt helped combat the isola-
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tion of lockdown (“We’ve got a university WhatsApp group … it was just getting 
that sort of social support from people who are literally in the exact same boat as 
you.” (Jessie, Student [MHW])), and had potential to support learning, development, 
problem-solving and engagement (“Throughout this process using MS teams chats 
the staff and colleagues in my department have aided each other or shared unfore-
seen barriers and potential solutions.” (Susan, Staff)).

3.5  Life and learning: responses, adaptations and impacts

The transition to online learning did not happen in a vacuum, and participants spoke 
of the broader impact of COVID-19 restrictions on their lives, which interacted with 
their learning or teaching experiences during this time. Major and minor life events 
and challenges, though they can take a toll on learning at any time, were experienced 
particularly frequently and consequences were exacerbated for many. Increased 
workload and responsibilities, high time-pressure and peer comparisons all had 
impacts on mental health and wellbeing. However, life and learning benefits were 
also highlighted, with some participants reporting improvement in mental health and 
wellbeing, new coping strategies and increased emotional resilience, improved work/
study life balance, increased social interaction and a rapid upskilling and personal 
development.

Students and staff alike reported family and home life issues such as bereave-
ments, employment loss or furlough, relationship breakdowns and additional car-
ing responsibilities; reducing their ability or capacity to fully engage with the work 
required of them, and often generating worry or stress:

“constructing my own school-esque timetable whilst simultaneously doing my 
job, trying to keep my son fed, clean, happy, exercised… I found this extremely 
tough.” (Christine, Staff)

"At home I helped out and was busy with looking after my siblings. This stressed 
and worried me about completing my work on time which was a downside of 
not going into the library and being online." (Charlie, Student)

However, students also cited knowledge and use of specific university support provi-
sions to support them through such challenges:

"I had regular contact with both graduate teaching assistants who of ered help, 
and my mentor, who was very helpful in of ering support and advice throughout 
lockdown. I was unfortunate to become infected with COVID-19 whilst taking 
my [family member] for [medical treatment] … but I still managed to complete 
all of my assignments." (Rosalie, Student [LDD, MHW])

Staff spoke of a tendency to blur the space between work and home, with work tasks 
encroaching on household and family responsibilities, and vice versa, and some made 
conscious efforts to avoid this:
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"Working from home I had to be clear when work finishes and personal life 
starts" (Les, Staff)

Similarly, students reported challenges due to these blurred boundaries. Some strug-
gled to fit in learning around wider home-life expectations, while others found it hard 
to be productive in an environment they associate with leisure time:

"It’s that thing of [having] to remove myself from my bedroom, where I want to 
sleep, into a work environment? forcing myself to have structure and be more 
productive." (Alex, Student [MHW])

Many staff described increased workloads, with certain existing tasks taking lon-
ger remotely; additional duties being incurred (e.g. development of online resources, 
cover for unwell colleagues); and an increased sense of responsibility to support stu-
dents pastorally through difficult times (“Students… have struggled with pandemic 
pressures… and I’ve found myself taking on a stronger pastoral role than previously.” 
(Sharon, Staff)). This led to staff feeling unable to take a break from “unmanageable” 
workloads, which was felt to have had a detrimental impact on wellbeing (“This has 
taken its toll in terms of workloads, many colleagues have expressed having felt like 
they have not had a break between the years due to the work needed …” Susan, Staff).

Some students also reported mental and physical health and wellbeing impacts 
of the experience, with some experiencing an exacerbation of existing mental health 
conditions (“I’ve suffered with loads with anxiety…. it’s the fear of the unknown it’s 
not being able to go out, it’s not being able to interact with anybody.” (Sammy, Stu-
dent [LDD, MHW]). Some described how this reduced their ability to engage with 
learning (“I did not study… I felt too tired and demotivated to finish my assignments” 
(Tommy, Student [MHW])). For some, this led to feelings that they were failing to 
cope, keep up, and to negative responses including disenfranchisement with the sys-
tem (“devastated…I’m angry, I’m annoyed…if I wanted it to be this way, I would’ve 
done it through Open Uni.” (Sammy, Student [LDD, MHW])), disengagement (“at 
one point I just stopped engaging” Bailey, Student [LDD, MHW], and consideration 
of dropping out to avoid the experience “(if this is how we’re gonna start September 
I’m not sure I’ll be going to Uni in September” Bailey, Student [LDD, MHW])). 
Many negative feelings arose around perceived helplessness, where students lacked 
control over their situation. Some felt this was untenable and doubted their ability to 
cope with the situation if it did not resolve:

"If I was to start my second year online I don’t know if I don’t know if I could 
cope–I don’t know if I could do it." (Bailey, Student [LDD, MHW)

Again, though, some had very different experiences; acknowledging challenges in in 
mental health and wellbeing, but reporting the development of increased resilience 
and independence (“You had to go deeper, you had to dig deeper, you had to… get 
really resilient.” (Bailey, Student [LDD, MHW])), with the recognition, real-world 
application and adoption of new coping strategies (“I just have to find the mecha-
nism, the coping strategy to say, ‘you know what? This is how I’m gonna do it,’ and… 
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that’s a positive” (Finley, Student [MHW])). Additionally, some spoke of pre-exist-
ing strategies or skills that they were able to apply in the context of the pandemic, to 
support their learning:

“I have dyslexia so I have always had to pre-prepare for learning…once we 
knew what changes were planned … we set up a timetable… I think it helped 
both with our workloads and our mental health.” (Rosalie, Student [LDD, 
MHW]).

4  Discussion and conclusions

This study has, via a bricolage approach, thematically analysing data from written 
reflections and one-to-one semi-structured interviews, enhanced understanding staff 
and student experiences of rapid adaptation to remote online learning during the 
COVID-19 pandemic at a UK HEI. One of the most important insights from this 
work is that there are both commonly shared experiences and prominent individual 
differences. Here, we summarise these, drawing together key observations from the 
array of themes discussed in detail above.

Unsurprisingly, the interviews highlighted that during the transition to online 
learning, changes and adaptations to how things were done were unavoidable, and 
frequently challenging, putting pressure on both staff and students. This is consistent 
with research highlighting the stressful nature of unplanned organizational change 
(Fotinatos-Ventouratos, 2021). Many of the staff and students were overwhelmed by 
volume of communications across multiple channels, so although transparency of 
internal communication during the pandemic has been found to be associated with 
positive relationships with the organisation and positive coping-based strategies (Li 
et al., 2021), our participants highlighted that it may also be important to streamline 
this flow of information–to reduce repetition and ensure crucial information can be 
distinguished from extraneous details.

Further challenges that impacted both staff and students included technical chal-
lenges like learning to use new technologies, and practical issues like internet con-
nections and access to hardware and software; replicating issues identified in many 
other educational establishments employing remote delivery during the pandemic 
(e.g. Ghazi-Saidi et al., 2020). Balancing home and work life was also a concern 
for many—consistent with quantitative findings that poorer work-life balance during 
the COVID-19 pandemic is linked with mental distress in both University students 
(Yunus et al., 2020) and academic staff (Steenhout et al., 2021).

Amongst both staff and students, there were marked individual differences in 
experiences of challenges and how difficult they were to overcome. Some were bet-
ter equipped than others to deal with the situation, in terms of physical resources 
(hardware and software, physical spaces, finances), and knowledge and skills (digital 
literacy, prior experience of online learning or teaching), as has also been described 
in other studies of remote learning during COVID-19 (e.g. Parmigiani et al., 2020). 
Some students experienced challenges adapting to new and unfamiliar ways of learn-
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ing, which were not well-aligned to their preferred modality of communication or 
their additional support needs whilst others had the advantage of an intrinsic pref-
erence for remote learning (consistent with findings that college students differ in 
how well they cope with self-regulated learning (Schwam, Greenberg & Li, 2021; 
Giray, 2021.). For those with additional support needs, some derived advantages 
from the affordances of the online realm (such as the flexibility and ability to learn 
independently and distraction-free), but others’ needs were harder to meet remotely, 
and some encountered practical difficulties such as lost access to interpreters or note-
takers. Even within an educational culture (Italy’s school system) where inclusion 
is imperative and digital inclusion embraced, there are still needs that are difficult 
to meet online, particularly during the conditions of a pandemic (Parmigiani et al., 
2020), and our participants accounts conveyed this. A common stressor for students 
was feeling a lack of control over their learning experience, and uncertainty about 
when it would revert to the status quo, consistent with findings that intolerance of 
uncertainty is associated with poorer wellbeing during the pandemic (Satici et al., 
2020).

Factors outside of the individual teacher or student also impacted upon experiences 
of the transition to online learning. From a purely practical point of view, some types 
of materials or sessions (such as workshops or practical data collection) were much 
harder to effectively deliver and engage with online than others (such as lectures). 
Furthermore, people’s external circumstances differed; some encountered stressful 
life events—which are known to have the potential to negatively impact wellbeing 
(e.g. Cleland et al., 2016), and which, at times, limited their ability to cope with the 
demands of the transition to online learning and teaching. Staff frequently encoun-
tered increased workloads and time pressures, and feelings of heightened responsibil-
ity for trying to meet the needs of students who often needed additional learning and 
pastoral support–consistent with other studies of academics’ experiences during the 
pandemic (Tsai et al., 2020; Watermeyer et al., 2021; Sutarto et al., 2020).

In the face of challenges, and despite individual differences in the magnitude of 
these—and in people’s ability to cope with them, we frequently heard about consider-
able efforts being made by staff and students alike, and stories of resilience and adap-
tation were prevalent—consistent with narratives from other researchers in the field 
of education during the time of the COVID-19 pandemic (James & Thériault, 2020). 
Staff described ‘going the extra mile’ to minimise the impact of the transition on 
students and ensure they continued receiving pedagogically informed provision and 
consistent support, and students frequently acknowledged this—also making allow-
ances where (particularly in the early days) provision was less than optimal. Staff 
were, likewise, sympathetic to students’ circumstances, making extra allowances and 
offering additional support—and in some cases developing greater empathy—which 
Baran and AlZoubi (2020) highlight as a critical tool for successful development 
of remote teaching during the pandemic. Consistent with wider research during the 
pandemic (Suresh, Alam, & Karkossa, 2021), peer support networks were a valuable 
resource for both staff and students’ emotional wellbeing. Interestingly, students felt 
these were particularly beneficial when they emerged organically.

The rapid transition to online learning during COVID-19 at this establishment 
brought challenges and obstacles, and it continues to do so, but it also saw devel-
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opment and innovation, and growth of empathy. While considerable variability in 
individual experiences and preferences means it is difficult to make blanket proposals 
for practice, Box 1 presents a list of our key take away messages surrounding broad 
recommendations for future online delivery, based on what we have learned (several 
of which have already been implemented at the institution of study). Some are spe-
cific to rapid transitions and have potential to inform future scenarios where this may 
be necessary. Others have potential to inform online delivery planning more broadly.

In terms of limitations, our study focused on a social sciences department within 
the UK, where many (though not all) of the topics and skills could be transferred rela-
tively smoothly to online delivery, so our findings may not be generalisable to other 
disciplines or HE systems. Initial evidence suggests that some subjects—particularly 
practical ones such as creative arts, are less adaptable to remote delivery (Lorenza & 
Carter, 2021). This study focused on self-perceptions of the transition to online learn-
ing and did not objectively measure learning/performance. The recommendations we 
make are based around what our data suggest would improve staff and student experi-
ences, and we cannot be sure to what extent they would impact performance-based 
measures—with the ongoing and ever-changing nature of this issue, we recommend 
further research in this area utilising our recommendations to explore this, including 
quantitative measures of impact. Further, this research specifically conducted as a 
small case study with a close focus on one UK institution and one department, thus 
we make no claim that our recommendations are unilaterally applicable to HE on a 
global scale. However, we do acknowledge the value of international voices in build-
ing a library of potential, due to the global nature of the pandemic and the issues that 
ensued from it, including its impact on education systems and provisions internation-
ally, and inter-disciplinarily. We also believe there is significant merit in conducting 
similar work-and considering multiple perspectives internationally. Thus our find-
ings and recommendations, may have wider implications across the sector, just as 
non-UK specific research emerging has for us. Such recommendations may require 
adaptation, nuance and evolution to suit the particular practices of a specific country, 
institution, department or academic discipline.

Finally, this work explored experiences of the first 3–6 months of remote learning, 
but the University campuses remained closed beyond this, with staff and students 
continuing to negotiate many of these challenges at the time of writing. Future stud-
ies will be important to learn about possible longer-term impacts (both positive and 
negative) of this transition.

	– Box 1: Recommendations for (rapid implementation of) online learning (in times 
of stress)  Transparent, clear and consistent remote communications strategies 
should be determined at the earliest convenience by all parties responsible for 
communicating during the period of online delivery, and clear guidance shared 
on what information is to be found where.

	– Methods to involve students in decisions and/or keep them informed of plans may 
be beneficial in affording a sense of control (crucial as feeling out of control and 
uninformed can be major stressors).

	– Transition to online learning (particularly when unplanned and urgent) places 
many demands on staff. Those with the power/resources to manage teaching 
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staff’s workloads should consider how to free up their capacity for training, 
resource development, and provision of additional support to students, while pre-
serving their own wellbeing.

	– Continuous CPD in digital literacy should be provided for both staff and students, 
alongside staff training in online teaching and pedagogy, and student skills train-
ing in engagement with digital learning platforms.

	– Evaluating and addressing practical barriers to learning (e.g. organising laptop 
loans for those without access to technology) rapidly and efficiently – to the 
extent that this is possible, is important to support learning and lessen the impact 
of inequalities.

	– University/Education providers should strive to provide adequate hardware to 
staff at times of remote learning which doesn’t not require additional learning 
beyond that required by the rapid transfer to online teaching.

	– Creative approaches to circumventing barriers to learning, where practical solu-
tions are not possible, should be implemented.

	– Interactivity of teaching and learning is important for student engagement (Bonk 
& Zhang, 2006), and synchronous online delivery may be a prime means of deliv-
ering this, which many students favour over asynchronous means when they are 
able to access it.

	– However, the benefits of asynchronicity (particularly where competing demands 
necessitate flexibility) must not be ignored. Interactivity can take many forms 
and can be supported through creation of appropriate multimedia resources as 
constructive forms of student-learning interaction (Anderson, 2003).

	– While allowances such as extensions are generally appreciated and perceived as 
beneficial in times of high stress, students who may be vulnerable to procrastina-
tion or being overwhelmed when deadlines converge should be counselled in the 
implications of accepting multiple extensions.

	– Tailored support should be offered to students with additional learning needs, and 
innovative ways of supporting students remotely (particularly those with addi-
tional needs who are unable to access notetakers or interpreters, for example) 
should be explored.

	– Staff and students should be encouraged to develop and utilise online peer sup-
port networks.
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