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Further Education, Higher Education, and Science on the return of staff and 

students to further education and higher education settings 

 

The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union in the post-16 

education sector in the UK, with over 130,000 academic and related members 

across the UK.  UCU is the largest union in the higher education sector in Scotland.  

 

Return to campus guidance 

 

UCU has consistently argued that the default position during the pandemic for 

teaching and support activities should be online and remote.  The Scottish 

Government’s temporary lockdown guidance issued on 15 January 2021, is helpful 

and reiterates the “stay at home” message for the time being (there is a review at the 

start of February for a further opening up from 15 February, and then a review for a 

third phase at a date to be agreed).  The union has been calling for greater clarity in 

the longer term and that a definitive decision be taken that all learning and student 

support be delivered remotely for the remainder of this term.  At a UK level, UCU’s 

general secretary, Jo Grady, argued in the Observer newspaper on 17 January that 

there should be no return to unsafe campuses this academic year1.  

 

While we acknowledge that the pandemic is unprecedented and unpredictable, the 

delay in publishing the updated sectoral guidance until late in the evening on 15 

January, two weeks since the First Minister made her announcement on this latest 

lockdown phase, did cause difficulties on the ground.  Indeed, this current iteration of 

guidance was issued after the date in which the previous version of guidance had 

students returning to campuses (this guidance had some students returning on 

Monday 11 January 2021).  We do appreciate that there has been a heavy workload 

for officials in this area, but it is problematic to have Ministerial announcements, then 

significant delays until the relevant guidance is issued.   Whilst acknowledging the 

difficulties writing and consulting on guidance we also believe that these ‘delays’ 

have caused confusion, allowed university managers to pressurise staff to work on 

campus in the interim, and are a source of considerable stress and worry for staff 

and students. 

 

Our branch representatives in institutions across Scotland regularly report in with any 

issues they and their members are experiencing on the ground.  The guidelines have 

been interpreted in different ways with varying pressure points in some institutions.   

 

A key pressure point at the start of January 2021 has been in libraries with use of 

study spaces.  While university libraries are currently not permitted to allow 

browsing, and only click and collect or online services are operational, the use of 

                                                           
1 https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/jan/17/lecturers-warn-they-will-strike-if-forced-to-resume-
unsafe-teaching 
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library and other study spaces on campus has been problematic.    UCU’s view is 

that regrettably, during this precarious state of the pandemic, study spaces in 

universities and libraries should not be available for general use, to enable people to 

stay at home and restrict interaction and travel to and from campuses.     We 

envisage extremely limited circumstances when such study spaces could reasonably 

be used at the moment, which would be relating to student vulnerability.  In such 

circumstances this needs to have involved updated risk assessments, increased 

ventilation, PPE for those on campus, regular testing, and pre-booked appointments 

for study spaces to minimise all interaction. 

 

The updated guidance does go some way to help define “essential” and “non-

essential”, however, there is still a reliance upon institutions and employers to 

adhere to the spirit as well as the letter of the guidance.   UCU has been urging 

employers to adopt this safety first approach, and in these unprecedented times, 

when schools are closed, to ensure that the number of people on campus is kept to 

an absolute minimum skeleton staff complement.   UCU welcomes the fact that the 

Scottish Government has not designated post-16 education staff “critical workers” on 

mass, as we do not consider this is appropriate, given that it is possible to do 

significant learning and student support remotely in these exceptional circumstances.   

When schools are closed to all pupils with the exception of those of key workers and 

vulnerable children, it would be bizarre to fill them with the children of university staff.  

However, we are aware that particularly in the first couple of weeks of January, 

before the latest guidance was published, that some institutions were requiring more 

staff – particularly support staff – to be on campus than was truly essential. 

 

The first two weeks of January also saw confusion as to the designation of research.   

For example the University of Edinburgh appeared to describe all of its research as 

“essential”.   This does not fit well with the latest guidance, and the union has raised 

it with the employer and Scottish Government.   Indeed, a significant number of our 

members at the University of Edinburgh have described being coerced to work on 

campus since the start of this academic year, which is why UCU’s Edinburgh 

University branch lodged a dispute with the institution on this issue in December 

2020.   Our branch at the University of Edinburgh is currently consulting with 

members on their views as to in-person teaching and on-campus activity. 

 

UCU acknowledges the strong message in the guidance that students should not 

travel to their student accommodation unless told by their university that face to face 

teaching is resuming or that there is another reason as set out in the guidance.  In 

the face of this, there is then also the question of students being liable for rent for 

properties that they are prevented from using.  We support NUS Scotland’s call for 

government involvement in refunding students to bring an end to the current situation 

where students face a lottery depending on which institution or provider is their 

landlord. 
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However, we are aware that significant numbers of students have already returned, 

our understanding is that some student residences were at 30-40% occupancy rates 

in mid-January.  The lack of clarity in the guidance during the first two weeks in 

January has no doubt increased the returns to campus at this point. 

 

UCU, along with others in the sector, is calling for some creative solutions for 

accreditation and progression for students in these difficult circumstances.  

Regrettably some practical assessments, placements and other in-person activities 

do need to be postponed at this critical stage of the pandemic.  For example we 

know that NHS Tayside has postponed nursing placements, given the pressure on 

NHS staff at this time.  The sector should act creatively to ensure students do not 

suffer detriment, consider post-qualification placements where appropriate, 

alternative formats for accreditation, and potentially even extending courses (with full 

financial support to do so for students and institutions). 

 

The Education and Skills Committee should be aware of the severe impact the 

pandemic is having on workloads of staff in the sector at this time.   High workloads 

are incredibly problematic for university staff: this is a time when work from semester 

1 was pushed back to semester 2 in the hope that things would be easier; staff are 

now home schooling children and/or caring for dependents, as well as competing for 

space and broadband in their homes.  We have asked government and employers to 

recognise these significant challenges and work together with us to reduce non-

essential burdens on all workers. 

 

We have asked government and employers to recognise these significant challenges 

and work together with us to reduced non-essential burdens on all workers, for 

example by postponing the Research Excellence Framework and removing the 

administration and bureaucracy around similar processes at this time.   

 

Scottish budget and cuts 

 

The education and skills committee will be meeting the day before the Scottish 

budget is due.  UCU is calling for significant investment in higher education, and 

supports the position taken by other voices, including NUS Scotland and Universities 

Scotland that there should be increased spending on our universities in the coming 

budget.  We note the longstanding underfunding of the teaching grant in particular, 

with the 2019 Audit Scotland report2 into university finances noting that for 2016-17 

universities only recovered 92.4% of the cost of teaching from public funding and 

were reliant on cross subsidising the cost of one of the most basic functions of a 

university.  The pandemic has brought this into even sharper focus.   

 

                                                           
2 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/nr_190919_finances_universities.pdf 
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This underfunding has consequences.  At the tail end of last year only the threat of 

industrial action by UCU at Heriot-Watt university stopped the university from making 

compulsory redundancies.  While that action stopped the university from forcing 

people out of their jobs, many jobs at the university have still been lost albeit not on a 

compulsory basis.  Likewise, the University of Dundee are currently pursuing plans 

to cut 34 jobs.  Underfunding leads directly to job losses and the hollowing out of our 

universities. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

• UCU is calling for all learning and student support to be delivered remotely for 
the rest of this term, to give clarity to students and staff, and enable us to 
have some certainty in this difficult time. 

• UCU welcomes the revised 15 January guidance, albeit recognising that we 
are relying on institutions to acknowledge the spirit of the guidance as well as 
the letter, and that our reps will be working locally with management to ensure 
it is implemented as safely and cautiously as possible.    

• UCU supports the decision not to classify most university workers as key 
workers. 

• UCU supports NUS’ call for students to receive a rent rebate and for 
government involvement. 

• UCU asks that future guidance be issued as timeously as possible. 

• UCU wants to see investment in our universities, particularly in relation to the 
current underfunding of the teaching grant which we believe will save jobs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information contact: 

Murdo Mathison, Policy and Communications officer, UCU Scotland 

Mobile: 07967 503909 Email@ mmathison@ucu.org.uk 


