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Introduction

The higher education socioeconomic crisis has taken a hard hit this last year due to the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. In this study I will be researching the effects that lockdowns have had on students to see how different social backgrounds could have ultimately been affected by the changes, and what can universities do to help with regards to their changes in policies and environments.


In the Autumn of 2020 a record number of students applied for a university course in the hopes of escaping their harsh reality of sudden unemployment (Fazackerley 2020). With the collapse in the employment market due to worldwide lockdowns, an immense amount of pressure has been placed on students who relied upon retail jobs to assist in their living costs, and universities fear that their studies will suffer if they are distracted with the concerns of personal finances (Fazackerley 2020).
  An article published last year by Debut Careers shows that on average 6.3% of students in the UK dropped out of university (Frobisher 2020), with the highest dropout rate in the country being 18.6% (London Metropolitan University) and the lowest being 1% (Oxbridge), (in a study comparing the top ten universities with the highest and lowest dropout rates).
 Now I must disclose that this study provided only the rates at which students drop out in each institution, but provided no evidence as to why. Henceforth my observations will merely be speculative, but I shall be using current articles and studies to support my theories.

The socioeconomics within universities has been widely reviewed in recent years with university rankings being made based on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the attempt to understand each institutes’ commitment to the likes of equality, quality of education, climate change etc. 
‘Over 450 universities from 76 countries participated in this first ever ranking that evaluated performance against 11 SDGs (More Sustainable Universities in a post-COVID World?, 2020), in an attempt to challenge universities’ current ranking systems more focused on research publications and citations than their sustainability. The aim was to show where each establishment was lacking in the hopes of improving their accountability and transparency for student welfare.

Covid-19 has caused a great deal of job losses with the Labour market overview estimating a 5.1% unemployment rate in the last quarter of 2020, and although the rate is decreasing little by little (A surprise to many economics (King, 2021)), many have been left stranded with many companies having closed. With reference to the SDGs, is anything being done about the policies regarding student health concerning Covid-19 in universities? After all, ‘it appears the virus must be tolerated on an indefinite basis’ (Kessler et al. 2020) and the virus has been indiscriminate with whom it infects, but ‘it has punished most gravely society’s most vulnerable and less fortunate’ (The Lancet 2020; von Braun et al. 2020).

Many students from a less fortunate background will have relied on part-time or full-time work to help support them financially through their courses, since Student Finances can only support so much, and with new student apartments being built being much pricier than previous accommodations any extra income is greatly needed, especially for those who have no familial aid. The pandemic hit the country hard and many lost their livelihood (not just students), so those who were affected from lower class backgrounds are facing bigger challenges, let alone being able to support a child in university. This is a high possibility for being one of the reasons for the dropout rates being so high.

Let’s refer back to the dropout rates garnered from last years’ highest (Oxbridge, 1%)  and lowest results (London Metropolitan University, 18.6%):

‘The Covid-19 crisis, like nothing else before it, is articulating the severity of social and economic inequality and fomenting also a reconsideration, even refutation of the kinds of social satisfaction and democratic infringements (cf. Zuboff 2019) committed by global capitalism - ... - so too is it magnifying the egregious faults and failures of universities (as explicitly, even now unapologetically neoliberalised organisations) and with such force that they may no longer be hidden or defended’ (Richard Watermeyer et al. 2020).’

An Independent article written in 2016 highlights the London Metropolitan University (LMU) as the “worst” in England and Wales, equating 84.5 unresolved per 1000 complaints recorded by the Office of the Independent Adjudicator (OIA). Cambridge and Oxford however were ranked the best, with student welfare being a priority. They also found that Oxbridge students ‘work harder, are more satisfied and get better value for money than other students…’ (Hillman 2018). 
  This is where the juxtaposition occurs: LMU may have the lowest ranking, however their transparency return is very clear, their establishment is set on inclusivity wherein ‘a total of 96% of [their] student population is from at least one underrepresented group. And yet their ability to enquire after students complaints falls short.
And although Oxbridge are both revered for their good quality education, (despite students having less creative and original teaching (Hillman 2018)), fewer than 5% of the student population are from a poorer background (Walker 2019). These are establishments whereupon the majority of attendees are (generally) financially secure. This may also be one of many reasons that the dropout rate is so low, because that figure may represent those who can no longer support themselves financially.

Another reason for so many students leaving higher education (HE) is due to the lack of Learning, Teaching and Assessment (LTA) before applying for their first year. Experts warn that those entering the 2020/21 academic year had “lost the discipline of learning” (Fazackerley 2020) having spent the majority of their lockdown time at home with no A-level exams to prepare for, or appropriate environment to study in. It was predicted that a high dropout rate was inevitable due to the ‘struggle to adapt to independent university study’ (Fazackerley 2020), especially now with the severe jump from in-person to online learning.

In Anna Fazackerley’s 2020 article ‘UK universities predict record student dropout rate’, a vice chancellor in the elite Russell Group commented that ‘some students who had been given a place would not have met their offer requirements in an ordinary year… we know they will struggle… for an individual, the impact of dropping out can be far worse than not getting in in the first place.’
In fact Nick Hillman (director of the Higher Education Policy Institute think-tank) claimed that there is a right to be worried because of the domino effect that dropout rates have on both university and student finances. This could have serious repercussions on the quality of education for students and staff; with nearly a £28,000 loss for one student over three years, how can universities improve their spaces for learning and acquire items needed for students to show their full potential? 
  In the case of Kingston University staff, their solution was to aid students by contributing their own money into an emergency campaign for those less fortunate, (40% of the student population were from households whose incomes were under £25,000 or less a year), or supported themselves through a part-time job. £900,000 was paid to aid these students. Jenni Woods, Kingston’s head of access, participation and inclusion stated ‘it was really important that we alleviated that financial pressure for students… it is hard to focus on studying when you don’t know how you will pay your rent or pay for food.’ 
Now it cannot be said that all universities are capable of doing this, especially since the 2019’ ‘Augar Report’ saw thousands of educators in the HE sector removed from their positions and those kept on to take a cut in pay, but the idea is certainly beneficial, and with the lack of in-person learning and less equipment and stationary being ordered over the last year, surely each department could spare some finances that are not necessarily being used. Of course, this could be a naïve suggestion.

The change in environment conveniently falls into the category of moving learning online. Over the last academic year (2020/21) despite the closure of all educational establishments, LTAs have still continued with their transition into online domains (cf. Kernohan, 2020). It appears that despite the lifting of lockdown restrictions, teaching has managed to continue steadily throughout the pandemic. Although many courses have struggled with practical work, lecturers have been able to adapt to the online realm. 
  This is not to say that is has gone smoothly. During the first nationwide lockdown staff were required to move classes online in the middle of the semester causing sudden change. Students may have found the transition challenging, especially as many may perform more effectively in a professional environment than at home. In-person support also diminished, and times became allocated to students rather than having the ability to reach out at at time during their scheduled hours. That’s not to say that students were unable to obtain help, only that it took more time to do so. International students also had difficulties with many having to remain in student accommodations alone due to worldwide travel restrictions. In a survey released by StudyPortals in April 2020, 73% of overseas students in America decided to not change their plans, while of 27% who said their plans had changed, they were either contemplating postponing their enrolment until the following year, looking to enrol in an online programme or had decided to find a university in their home country. However the majority of these students suggested that ‘virtual education may be becoming an increasingly attractive offer’ (Bothwell 2020).
There have been countless studies devoted to the analysis of why HE does not work or does not work as it should, ‘or may no longer need to work in the context especially of rapid technological innovation and labour market transformation (cf. Aoun 2017; Arvanitakis and Hornsby 2016; Marshall 2018). However in light of Covid-19 and the inevitability of our coexistence with the virus, digitally produced lectures appears to be increasingly prevalent, with future education being undeniably tied to what many have called a “digital transformation” (cf. Castañeda and Selwyn 2018; Henderson et al. 2017; Macgilchrist et al. 2020; Marshall 2018; Selwyn 2016, 2017; Tømte et al. 2019; Williamson 2020) (Watermeyer et al. 2020).


The question remains as to what universities can provide to aid in student wellbeing in light of the pandemic aftermath. We have seen Kingston University donate to an emergency fund to aid it’s disadvantaged students, we can also consider online learning to be a form of safety since it prevents students from being exposed to the virus, however it does come with many faults with the effects on mental health being a main contender.
  Staying at home (especially those from lower class backgrounds) may have left home to escape an abusive household, there may be no peace of mind if they have younger siblings as there is limited space, and with loss of outside interaction the build-up of stress could be detrimental to their studies. Not to mention their loss of independence and inability to contribute financially may cause them to feel guilty, leading them to seek help from university officials who are unable to help due to the high demand of students suffering similarly. Something needs to be done communally, even as we move out of lockdown, steps need to be taken to help students transition back into in-person and online learning, whether it be financially or pastorally.


Self Evaluation in the post-16 Sector

The last year has been challenging in the attempt to move a practical discipline online. There was an increasing number of student complaints made due to lockdowns being so close to the final semester’s exhibitions (a crucial time for students to acquire industry links to possibly obtain future work). All were handled effectively, but because I was not an official member of staff I did not have to deal with any first-hand accounts. In fact during lockdown my feedback on students’ work was limited as many were still drawing in sketchbooks rather than digitally, so since they weren’t able to share their screen we weren’t able to effectively depict what it is they had drawn. In fact we had to rely on social media for final illustrations (but this was weeks later). Also at that time we had many students who were either unable to return home or did not want to because of issues with family, but since there were so many students dealing with issues it took a long time to refer them to a support worker.
Thijs van Vugt, director of the analytics and consulting team at StudyPortals, said that overall “a lot will depend on how the pandemic will pan out… in the longer term “universities may be faced with more demand for online [education] than has been the case so far, which means they will have to adapt their overall portfolio and proposition to the market”.’ (Bothwell 2020)


Things have improved in this academic year, despite lockdowns students who experienced the beginnings of online learning last year have had the time to familiarise themselves with the process. Myself and the lecturers have since solved a number of problems that we dealt with before, including how to view students’ work over Microsoft Teams by requesting that students keep a blog and make weekly presentations of their work to show us during lessons, (a requirement written into the new curriculum to give them the incentive to keep doing this). For students who are unable to access ways of sharing their screen, the blogs allow us to keep up with them outside of scheduled lesson hours to monitor their progress and ensure that they are doing ok. Also because we are more settled and prepared for a change in teaching circumstances we are able to allocate more time effectively for students who need to have more time with us.

Our online teaching has improved, and with student ‘Look After Your Mate’ workshops organised for peers to learn how to spot signs of a friend struggling, how to approach them, how to listen and motivate, and looking after their own personal wellbeing as a supporter, steps are being made to keep students wellbeing a priority. I want to ensure that my students become confident people and are content with the work they produce.
Regarding earlier comments about the lack of help for students struggling financially, I stand by the concept of using unused funds to help those who have struggled over this last year. I know it cannot always continue (although the thought would be nice), but problems arise from drop out rates. As stated in Fazackerley’s article Nick Hillman says “if you lose a first year you don’t just lose their £9,250 fees for a year—you lose nearly £28,000 over three years of their degree” (2020). Despite not having to spend much of out finances provided to our department by the university, if a number of students drop out or are unable to achieve sufficient marks then funding will diminish, so the idea of an emergency fund for the remaining students who struggle goes down too, as the funds remaining would need to be used for the while group and not for individuals. 

In the surgery conducted by StudyPortals, ‘84 per cent of the first round of survey participants responded that better hygiene around campus was the most important step, followed by having a 24/7 helpline (57 per cent), online counselling and support (56 per cent) and extending the application period for admissions (55 per cent)’ (Bothwell 2020). This will most likely apply to all students, both international and nationwide.
A statement made by Hillman claims that ‘the dropout rate will depend on how good universities are at supporting their students… However, Stevenson thinks that for some students, taking a break from their course will be the best thing, rather than a catastrophe... A student can carry that feeling of failure with them for a very long time’ (Bothwell 2020).

Thijs van Vugt, director of the analytics and consulting team at studyportals, said that overall “a lot will depend on how the pandemic will pan out… in the longer term “universities may be faced with more demand for online [education] than has been the case so far, which means they will have to adapt their overall portfolio and proposition to the market”.’ (Bothwell 2020)

In the last year my confidence in teaching has grown; I no longer feel that I have no authority to speak my mind, in fact during tutorials with students I continue to give constructive feedback and no longer worry about whether or not a student likes or appreciates my suggestions. I have been able to develop teaching techniques for both online and in-person lectures and am able to switch between both at a moment’s notice (we provide both to students now for those who are still to vulnerable or uncomfortable to come on campus, as long as they let us know before hand). I have continued to develop my skills in my personal time and my professional work, and have looked into spreading out to different areas of Art & Design in the hopes of understanding more about the topics that students are choosing to develop themselves and in order to assist them to think beyond what they know. Also with the development of technology in the Art & Design disciplines I have also made sure to develop my techniques there to assist with students and understand alternative and preferred new ways of illustrating to remain current, (I should not fall out of touch with new apps and social media platforms).
There is sill a long way to go and develop, and ‘Covid-19 has thus not only forced change but revealed quite how much such is overdue’ (Watermeyer et al. 2020)
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