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UCU made the na-
tional headlines last 
week, finally arguing 
that without proper 
testing and tracing in 
place, a return to face 
to face teaching could 
risk creating pockets of 
Covid-19 that would 
force universities back 
online.

The reason why uni-
versities are so desper-
ate to see students re-
turn to campus is not 
an underlying com-
mitment to improving 
their learning experience. If that was the case, they would 
lower the staff/student ratio and invest in more teaching 
staff, counsellors, IT support and librarians. They would 
end the casualisation of frontline lecturers.

The real reason for their desperation is simply that they 
are increasingly dependent on the revenue that students 
bring when paying for over-priced accommodation as 
well as the commercial income they get from conferences 
and events.

Staff have been instructed to return to work as ‘normal’ 
even though the situation is far from that. Some people 
are saying that we shouldn’t exaggerate the risks and that 
it’s only fair to open campuses to teaching or else we’re 
restricting students’ right to a proper education.

What this overlooks is the coordinated pressure from 
government and universities themselves to return to 
campus, which is effectively putting profits before public 
health.

If things were so ‘normal’, then the employers wouldn’t 
have to embark on the redundancy programmes, promo-
tion freezes and course closures that we are seeing across 
the country.

Instead, Covid-19 has provided universities with the op-
portunity to make staff – including the most precarious 
academic staff – pay for the chaos that a higher education 
market has delivered in the last ten years. We’re seeing 
the deepening of a two-tier system in which top Russell 
Group universities mop up additional demand with few-
er and fewer restrictions on their activities while univer-

sities that serve less privileged groups face a very uncer-
tain future.

Universities might claim to be horrified by the Tories’ A 
Level fiasco but you don’t hear complaints from those in-
stitutions set to benefit from the mess.

Fortunately, some UCU branches are resisting the 
pressure and attempting to preserve conditions for staff 
and students. There are ballots currently going on at Kent 
and SOAS over compulsory redundancies while Gold-
smiths is set to ballot members in opposition to a whole 
slew of cost-saving measures that were brought in with-
out proper consultation and equalities considerations. 

The UCU leadership needs to make sure these branches 
aren’t left to fight alone and should organise solidarity 
actions to involve as many members as possible. We 
need a national campaign (and not just national head-
lines) against Covid-related redundancies and cuts.

By refusing to accept management’s gung-ho approach, 
we’re not being precious. We’re arguing for our universi-
ties to commit themselves to invest in the safety meas-
ures and staff resources that will deliver a high quality 
education. If they won’t listen to reason, industrial 
action (including strikes and marking boycotts) remains 
the only proven method to make them change their 
minds.

THE MARKET CRASHES
FROM EXAM CRISIS TO POLITICAL CRISIS



Many universities in the US reopened campuses and 
halls of residence last month and the consequences 
have been immediate - one COVID outbreak after 
another, despite preventative measures. Over 60 
universities and colleges in 36 states have reported 
COVID infections, some abandoning face-to-face 
teaching and others still to reopen abandoning 
plans to return to campus. The worst outbreak was 
at the University of Alabama where almost 1,400 
students and staff have so far been infected. 
 
Of course, we will be assured that the situation here 
is very different, so parallels shouldn’t be drawn. But 
given the track record so far on COVID, is it wise to 
trust such assurances? 
 
The Independent SAGE group of experts, led by Sir 
David King, the former Chief Scientific Adviser, 
didn’t think so. Its report last month advised univer-
sities to stick to remote learning and avoid face-to-
face teaching because risks of infection were too 
great. 
 
Nevertheless, most universities will be offering a 
proportion of face-to-face teaching to get students 
back into those lucrative halls of residence. Al-
though they are trumpeting the measures taken to 

make campuses “COVID secure” (assuming such 
a thing possible), university managers are in fact 
prioritising finances over health. 
 
The government could have promised to cover 
financial shortfalls and encouraged universities to 
prioritise safety. But since it’s rushing us back to 
school and work, this was never likely, despite high-
est infection levels among 19-27 year olds, an R rate 
officially at 0.9-1.1 (above 1 means COVID is rising 
exponentially) and the ‘very serious threat’ (in the 
words of Matt Hancock, the Health Secretary) of a 
second wave as autumn and winter beckon.
 
Starmer’s Labour isn’t doing much better. Can 
anyone remember anything the Shadow Education 
Secretary has said about universities reopening?
 
Although UCU has now come out against a return 
to face-to-face teaching, it left it very late. As a re-
sult, many UCU branches were sucked into reflect-
ing rather than opposing management priorities. 
It’s now up to us to make sure branches stand firm 
against face-to-face teaching. And if as expected 
employers stick to their guns, UCU must back up its 
words with deeds. 

A STARK WARNING ON COVID FROM THE US

WARWICK UCU:
FACE-TO-FACE TEACHING ISN’T SAFE
Over the past three months we have examined 
countless risk assessments, sat on campus reopening 
working groups, and met weekly with senior man-
agers to discuss health and safety issues.  On the 
basis of these experiences, we have concluded that 
a return to teaching in person this September will 
create significant risks for both public health and 
educational outcomes. 

The only way to open campus safely is to move the 
bulk of teaching (except where pedagogically unfea-
sible, such as certain labs) online for the fall term. 
This conclusion is based on six factors: 

•The R number is not falling 
•Commuting patterns at Warwick have public 
health implications for the entire West Midlands 
community 
•Warwick’s classrooms are not and cannot be ‘Cov-
id-secure’ 
•The University’s health and safety guidance for 
students is inadequate 
•Face-to-face teaching is not safe for all colleagues 
•The University’s communications have been nei-
ther safe nor clear. 

Prioritising a near-normal ‘student experience’ over 
staff, student, and community welfare in abnormal 
circumstances is a recipe for satisfying no one and 
endangering all. Rather than imposing coercive 
targets from above, the University should trust the 
responsiveness and creativity of staff and students. 
The temporary provision of online teaching is a far 
more preferable option to unwieldy and unworkable 
adaptations of in-person teaching to meet the chal-
lenges of Covid-security.
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