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C O N T E N T  W A R N I N G

This report contains discussion of the Covid-19
pandemic, bereavement, health issues,
disabilities, caring responsibilities, institutional
and medical abuse, racism, sexism, domestic
abuse, and classism. It includes direct quotations
from respondents’ testimonies, which may cause
distress.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
The unprecedented scale and speed of the upheaval caused by the onset of
the Covid-19 pandemic in the UK in spring 2020 would have been
unthinkable had it not become an unwelcome reality. The first Covid-19
cases in the UK were confirmed on 31 January 2020.[1] In March, one in
four people who went into hospital with Covid-19 died.[2] The UK
experienced three ‘waves’ of the pandemic, beginning with the first wave
in the first half of 2020.[3] This was followed by the second wave which
began in autumn 2020 and declined into summer 2021. The third wave saw
the transmission of the Delta variant of Covid-19 in the UK, beginning in
July 2021 and ending in the spring of 2022. These waves necessitated
various national and regional ‘lockdown’ measures to be imposed
nationally and by the devolved governments in Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland.[4] Lockdown measures required that people stay at home
except for essential activities such as shopping and exercise outside once
each day, and contact between households was limited or forbidden. 

By August 2022, the time of writing this report, a total of more than
187,000 people had died in the UK within 28 days of a positive Covid-19
test, and the number of people with Covid-19 on their death certificates
was over 200,000.[5] On a global scale, very few places remain untouched
by Covid-19. As of August 2022, over 600 million cases of Covid-19 have
been recorded globally, and 6.3 million people have died across more than
200 countries.[6] The vaccination programme to protect people against
Covid-19 began in the UK in December 2020.[7] 

[1] Patrick J. Lillie, Anda Samson, Ang Li, Kate Adams, Richard Capstick Gavin D. Barlow, Nicholas Easom, Eve
Hamilton, Peter J. Moss, Adam Evans, Monica Ivan, Phe Incident Team, Yusri Taha, Christopher J. A. Duncan,
Matthias L. Schmid, The Airborne Hcid Network, ‘The Airborne Hcid Network. Novel Coronavirus Disease
(Covid-19): The First Two Patients in the UK with Person to Person Transmission’, Journal of Infection, (2020)
80 (5) 578-606. 
[2] Martin Landray, ‘How Covid Changed Science’, BBC Radio 4,Episode One, released on 08 July 2022.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m0018xjx. Last accessed 22.08.2022. 
[3] https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01696-3. Last accessed 22.08.2022.
[4] https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/charts/uk-government-coronavirus-lockdowns. Last accessed
22.08.2022.
[5] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-51768274. Last accessed 21.08.2022. 
[6] https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html. Last accessed 22.08.2022. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
51768274. Last accessed 21.08.2022.
[7] https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-marks-one-year-since-deploying-worlds-first-covid-19-vaccine.
Last accessed 21.08.2022.
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As of 3 August 2022, a total of 150,752,976 vaccine doses have been
administered, with 90% of the population receiving at least a single dose.
[8] As in many other aspects of domestic and professional life, the crisis
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic created extraordinary pressures for the
education and higher-education sectors in the UK. 

Universities closed their campuses during lockdowns at short notice,
requiring staff to shift to remote methods of teaching and assessment and
leading many students to leave their term-time residences.[9] The pace at
which the crisis developed demanded that institutions and individuals
respond at speed to rapidly evolving situations. The magnitude and pace of
changes to the functioning of everyday life, especially during lockdowns,
left little time to adjust, and now lends a sense of unreality when
reflecting on this exceptional public health emergency. This survey and
report aim to crystallise moments that will quickly become unreachable, as
life in the UK shifts again to something like a new normal and populations
adjust to living with Covid-19 on a more permanent basis. This survey and
report attempt to prevent our ‘pandemic stories’, our experiences,
memories, and emotions of the acute phase of the pandemic, being
irretrievably lost. 

Whilst the onset of Covid-19 affected everyone, the pandemic and its
consequences have not been universally experienced. Existing societal
disadvantages and inequalities have been considerably exacerbated, and
those from lower socio-economic groups, disabled people, people from
ethnic minority backgrounds, and people from oppressed or marginalised
communities, have been more adversely affected. Policy, legislative,
governmental and institutional changes implemented as a result of the
pandemic, even with good intentions, have consequences that were not
anticipated, and the distraction of the pandemic means that changes can
be made without notice or proper recourse. 

[8] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-55274833. Last accessed 21.08.2022. 
[9] Darren Turnbull, Ritesh Chugh, and Jo Luck, ‘Transitioning to E-Learning during the COVID-19 Pandemic:
How have Higher Education Institutions Responded to the Challenge?’, Education and Information Technologies,
26 (2021) 6401–19.
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This report creates an archive of pandemic stories to mitigate against the
collective amnesia induced by a relative lack of crisis, or the appearance of
new crises. It also seeks to highlight the impact of the pandemic for
disadvantaged or marginalised communities that is rarely foregrounded. By
looking back, this survey looks forward, with the intention that capturing
experiences and offering recommendations will inform best practice and
academic planning as a contingency against future crises in UK Higher
Education.  

It is vital for us to preserve the stories of how the pandemic has been
experienced by members of our community, and to capture individual
voices detailing their experiences in their own words. We urge
departments to consider whether our recommendations might be
effectively implemented in light of the current cost-of-living crisis and
recession. Readers should note that the stories below may cause distress. 

This report presents the responses from a survey on the experiences of
scholars of the ancient Mediterranean world (Classics and Ancient History)
in the UK in the first eighteen months of the Covid-19 pandemic, from
March 2020 to September 2021. The survey was launched by the Equality,
Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) committee of the Council of University
Classical Departments (CUCD) on 29 September 2021.[10] It was
distributed via emails from the Liverpool Classicists’ Listserv, the Classics
Library, Queer and the Classical, and individual universities’ internal
mailing lists.[11] 

Responses were collected until 15 November 2022. The survey was aimed
at classicists and ancient historians of all types, including students
(especially postgraduate), academics, and schoolteachers. Its main aim was
to provide CUCD, and therefore all Classics Departments in UK universities,
with a picture of the struggles faced by academics and  

[10] For more information about the CUCD EDI Committee, see here: https://cucdedi.wordpress.com/. Last
accessed 22.08.2022. 
[11] https://listserv.liv.ac.uk/cgi-bin/wa?A0=CLASSICISTS; https://www.theclassicslibrary.com/;
https://queerandtheclassical.org/.
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doctoral students in Classics and Ancient History departments during the
first period of the pandemic. It focused especially on the impact of specific
factors on the overall challenges that they faced, such as illnesses,
disabilities, and caring responsibilities, as well as diversity of institutional
roles and employment status. We also wished to get a sense of the
perceived institutional support (or lack thereof) across universities in the
UK, and to collect recommendations for actions that could benefit those
who were most impacted by the pandemic. 

The survey collected a total of 268 responses between 29 September 2021
and 15 November 2022. It was divided into two parts: the first section
included questions on the pandemic; the second section asked
demographic questions, which participants were given the option to skip,
should they have little time, or ‘survey fatigue’, or fear of being made
recognisable by their answers. Only 22 respondents skipped the
demographic questions, which were answered by a total of 246
respondents. Respondents were especially encouraged to make use of the
free-text boxes to provide more expansive answers and to help us get a
sense of their personal experiences during the pandemic. The survey
informed respondents that their more expansive answers could be
anonymised and quoted in full in the final report. Many of the participants
responded to the free-text boxes and provided us with anonymous
comments, some of which are included in this report, edited only where
necessary to ensure anonymity or clarity. 

We begin with an overview of the demographics of the respondents who
participated in this survey. For the purposes of this survey, we are
particularly interested in looking at the effects of the pandemic where
they intersect with employment or student status, health conditions, age,
and caring responsibilities. We recognise that other factors, also collated
here, such as gender identity and expression, ethnicity, sexual orientation,
nationality, and class, are also likely to have played a collateral role in the
diversity of experiences across respondents. Data from the first section
provides the opportunity to compare answers with the previous data
collection and report completed by CUCD 2019-20 on equality and
diversity in Classics.[12]

[12] See Victoria Leonard and Helen Lovatt, ‘Council of University Classical Departments Equality and
Diversity Project Survey Report 2020’, Council of University Classical Departments Bulletin (2020) 1-77. 
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workload 
research 
caring responsibilities
illnesses 
disabilities
mental health
institutional support
institutional measures (negative impact)
institutional relief measures (positive impact)
on-campus vs online teaching
long-term effects on career progression

In the second section, we include a summary of the respondents’ answers
about their experience of working and studying in the UK for more than
one academic year during the first period of the Covid-19 pandemic. The
summary is divided into specific areas of investigation: 

Since our survey was primarily addressed to colleagues in Classics and
Ancient History departments in the UK, including Heads of Departments
and EDI Officers, we end with a list of recommendations to address the
imbalance exacerbated by the pandemic between differently vulnerable
members of our community. We hope that departments and institutions
will take into consideration the findings of this report and the committee’s
recommendations. 
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The following data are taken from the demographic questions included in
the second part of the survey, which was answered by 246 respondents. 22
respondents did not complete the demographic questions but did answer
the questions on their experiences during the pandemic. 

Among those who answered the second part of the survey, a clear picture
emerges: the majority of respondents were associated with a university
(more than 80%, a total of 203 responses). Only 28 responses (ca. 11%)
came from those associated with schools or further education centres. The
survey overall seems to have appealed mostly to academics in permanent
positions in the UK, who made up to 41% of the responses (100 in total).
[13] Postgraduate students were also well represented in the survey (21%,
51 respondents, including 38 PhD students and 13 Masters Students). Only
14 respondents (6%) were postdoctoral researchers and 16 were university
teachers (6% in total, 11 teaching fellows or teaching assistants and 5
hourly-paid university teachers). Some respondents found it difficult to
identify their status without the option of ticking more than one box, and
many specified their position in a detailed comment after ticking ‘other’.
[14] The survey also included 25 school teachers (10%),[15] 17
undergraduate students (7%), and more respondents in ‘other’ categories.
[16] The survey also generally appealed to respondents who identified as
‘female’ (70%, 170 responses), with only 25% (62) of respondents
identifying as ‘male’, 7 as ‘non-binary’ and 5 abstaining from the question.
[17] Only 3.36% of the respondents identified with a different gender than
that assigned at birth. In this respect, the pattern closely reproduces the
demographics of the previous CUCD EDI survey from 2019, where 64% of
respondents identified as female.

[13] 17% (41) were Senior Lecturers, Associate Professors, or Readers; 13% (31) Professors; 11% (28) Lecturers
or Assistant Professors. 42% of the respondents (111 in total) were in open-ended contracts, including
schoolteachers. 42 respondents were on fixed-term contracts. 15 respondents were hourly paid and 7 were on
zero-hour contracts. 44 respondents were students.
[14] This included 23 responses, such as early career research fellows, research associates with teaching
duties, unpaid teaching assistants, language instructors, affiliated lecturers, hourly-paid university teachers,
doctoral students with teaching duties, Oxbridge college supervisors and directors of studies. 
[15] With two respondents ticking ‘other’ because they were currently not in employment.
[16] Among jobs not included in the options, there were an assistant director, a career developer, a museum
curator and one sixth-form student.
[17] Comments included ‘transgender’ respondents (although assignation of gender at birth was covered in a
separate question), ‘agender’ respondents, and a complaint about the presence of the ‘non-binary’ option in
the survey. 
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Most respondents (41%) were between 35-49 years of age, followed by 25-
34 (27%), 50-67 (18%), and under 24 (11%). Only 4 respondents were
above 68. In comparison to the 2019 CUCD survey, where the majority of
the responses came from those in the 25-35 age group (39%), it seems that
this survey appealed to a slightly higher age group. 

Questions on disabilities and caring responsibilities were repeated in both
sections of the survey, so we can report the numbers from the entire
sample of respondents (the effects of working with both disabilities and
caring responsibilities during the Covid-19 pandemic are explored below).
43 respondents (16%) identified as having a disability (with 223 without a
disability, 84%). While the disabilities data are more or less in line with
the 2019 survey, in which 18% of respondents declared a disability, it
seems that this survey was answered by more respondents with caring
responsibilities, who made up only 26% of the 2019 survey. In the
demographics section, 30.4% of respondents identified themselves as
having caring responsibilities, a number which increased to 38% in the
survey (102 respondents) when participants were asked about caring
responsibilities during the pandemic. 

The overwhelming majority of respondents identified as White (87%; 205
in total).[18] 2% identified as Asian or Asian British (Indian), 2% identified
as of mixed of multiple ethnic background, 1% identified as Asian or Asian
British (Chinese), 1% identified as of any other Asian background, 1%
identified as Black or Black British (African), and 0.4% identified as Asian
or Asian British (Pakistani). 3% of respondents abstained and 3% included
different specifications.[19] These statistics are broadly in line with the
2019-20 CUCD survey and report, where the question was posed
differently.[20]

Most respondents had British nationality (63%, including those of dual
nationality), 22% had EU nationality, and only 11% had non-EU nationality.
In the 2019 survey, 73% had British nationality, 16% had EU

[18] These were broken down into: English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish or British (117); any other White
background (78); and White Irish (10).
[19] Cypriot, Jewish, White African, and European. The latter including a long comment on how the hostile
environment against EU immigrants in British universities should be treated as a matter of urgency by EDI
committees. 
[20] In the 2019 survey, 81% identified as White, 8% as BAME and 5% as Other.
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nationality and 9% had non-EU nationality. In the most recent data
collection, 70% of respondents identified as straight (71% in the 2019
survey), 10% as bisexual, 6% as gay/lesbian (9% in the 2019 survey).

Social class, in all its complexity, will be explored in a forthcoming survey
from the Network for Working-Class Classicists in conjunction with CUCD.
This pandemic stories survey focused on capturing class background by
asking for the occupation of the person who earned the most in their
household before the respondent was 18.[21] From this occupational
category socio-economic background can be approximated, giving a useful
snapshot of the social composition of respondents.[22] The class question
was posed slightly differently from the 2019-20 survey and report. This
time, the data indicate that 15% of respondents came from a working-class
background, while 72% came from a professional or higher socio-economic
background.[23] 9% of respondents indicated that they either did not
know, or found the question hard to answer. 

[21] The standard measure of class background asks about the occupation of the primary earner in the
respondent's household at the age of 14, see Social Mobility Commission:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/social-mobility-commission. Last accessed 22.11.2022.  
[22] For more on measuring socio-economic background, see Office for National Statistics, SOC 2020 volume
3:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/standardoccupationalclassificationsoc/soc20
20/soc2020volume3thenationalstatisticssocioeconomicclassificationnssecrebasedonthesoc2020. Last accessed
22.11.2022. For the impact of class on the discipline see Lilah Grace Canevaro, Mirko Canevaro, Henry Stead,
Eris Williams-Reed, 'If Class Were a Protected Characteristic', CUCD EDI Blog,
https://cucdedi.wordpress.com/2021/11/08/if-class-were-a-protected-characteristic%ef%bf%bc/. Last accessed
22.11.2022. 
[23] The occupations provided have been transposed to NS-SEC 3 (‘three-class version’): ‘working-class
background’ relates to selection of occupations defined as ‘routine and manual’, and ‘professional of higher
socio-economic background’ results from the selection of an occupation defined as ‘higher managerial,
administrative and professional’. 
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The difficulties involved in having to adjust swiftly to online
teaching, applicable to both university and school settings
The time-consuming practice of recording lectures
Increase in pastoral and tutorial work 
The requirement for a faster email turn-over
No adjustments in deadlines and workload for research duties 
The more time-consuming practice of marking papers online 
Additional assessments (comment made by an undergraduate student)

Elimination of commute and travel
Increased research ability
Meetings becoming less time-consuming despite their overall increase
in number

Participants in the survey were asked to indicate whether their workload
increased, decreased, or stayed the same during the Covid-19 pandemic.
They were also given the option to expand on their answers. 153
respondents (59%) indicated an increase in the workload; 78 respondents
(30%) declared that it stayed the same; only 19 (7%) said that it
diminished; the rest (4%) were unsure. 

The majority of those who responded that their workload increased were
academics in permanent posts (51%) and schoolteachers (16%); 96% of
them were on permanent contract and 70% were women. The vast
majority (79%) were in full-time employment. 49% of them were in the
35-49 age group, 22% in the 25-34 age group, and 21% in the 50-67 age
group. 52% of them did not have caring responsibilities.

Those whose workload had diminished were mostly postgraduate
students (47%; 12% were lecturers/assistant professors). These were more
or less evenly divided between those on full-time (54%) and part-time
(47%) job or study, and 77% of them identified as female. 47% of those
whose workload had diminished were in the 25-34 age group, and 71% of
them did not have caring responsibilities.

Respondents indicated reasons for an increased workload including:

Respondents indicated as reasons for a decrease in workload:
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More manageable workload in online classes 
Diminished admin duties (comment made by respondent who skipped
the demographic questions)

Among other comments, some respondents noted that the workload
stayed the same but the quality or nature of it changed. Some
respondents specified that their contract was not renewed during the
pandemic, or that they made a transition to working part-time.

Participants were asked how the pandemic had affected their ability to
conduct research. They could indicate whether their ability to conduct
research had diminished, stayed the same, or increased. They were also
given the option to expand on their answers.

192 respondents (72%) indicated that their ability to conduct research
diminished during the pandemic. 31 respondents (12%) indicated that it
was unchanged, and only 14 respondents (5%) indicated an increase. A
significant portion of respondents (10%) gave a mixed answer by ticking
the box ‘other’. 

Among the 14 respondents who indicated an increase in their research
activity were four postgraduate students, two professors, two lecturers,
one undergraduate student, one teaching assistant, and one museum
curator. Nine of these did not have caring responsibilities during the
pandemic, and five of them did. 

Those who indicated that their ability to conduct research was most
negatively affected by the pandemic were senior lecturers (20%),
postgraduate students (17%), lecturers (14%) and professors (12%). 78 of
them (41%) had caring responsibilities during the pandemic, 64 (33%)
were affected by illness during the pandemic, and 35 (18%) considered
themselves to have a disability.
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Lack of access to printed and material resources 
Increased administrative and teaching duties; increased overall
workload
Extended periods of marking and admin duties into research-allotted
time, including the summer period 
Difficulty working with digital resources, especially for respondents
with disabilities 
Disruptions in working from home, such as a lack of space, having
children at home, an abusive partner
Lack of focus
Psychological pressures and worsened mental health
Lack of support from a research community; fewer conversations with
colleagues

Elimination of commute and travel
Online access to seminars; participation in a larger research
community
Increased availability of online resources
Increased focus on writing

Respondents indicated as reasons for their decreased ability to conduct
research:

Respondents indicated as reasons for their increased ability to conduct
research:

102 respondents (38%) declared that they had caring responsibilities
during the pandemic, while 62% did not. The 12% increase in respondents
with caring responsibilities from the 2019 survey could indicate that
more classicists assumed caring responsibilities during the pandemic, or
that those with caring responsibilities felt more motivated to respond to
the pandemic stories survey. 

Many of those with caring responsibilities had to care for more than one
person at a time. These included children at home because of school
closures, with many parents and carers having to home-school their
children during lockdown, and critically vulnerable people. 
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While it was not necessarily only family members who required care,
many respondents indicated that they had to take care of their own
children, partners, or parents. Many respondents noted that the closure of
schools had adverse effects on their children’s mental health, while the
pandemic required increased communication and monitoring of family
who lived elsewhere or abroad.

Respondents expanded on the question about caring responsibilities with
a total of 93 comments. We include some of these comments here as
representative of the experiences of those caring during the pandemic.

“My child was below school age when the first lockdown started, and fell
between the gaps of nurseries and schools reopening, but preschools not
reopening. They were off for many months, and required significant support
and supervision. I shared caring, but still had to look after them half a day,
and work until past midnight every night to catch up. The university made it
sound like furlough was not available, and asked us not to take up key
worker school places. They did not offer any support to mitigate either the
increase in workload or the impact of caring. Policies seem to have been
written by those with children who were receiving significant school input
and / or were older and needed less constant supervision. When my child
contracted COVID-19, the university told me their policy had always been not
to expect carers to manage all normal work when dealing with extra caring,
but at no point had this been clearly articulated earlier, or support to make
up workloads offered. The official policy states: ‘Where necessary,
departments should consider adjusting the working patterns, and/or the work
expected of, affected staff to allow them to balance their responsibilities.’ At
no point was such a conversation suggested, because of the lack of line
management engagement.”

“Like many parents, I had two+ full time jobs: professor, mother, and
housekeeper. No one seemed to notice or care about this in administration.”
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“I have had to homeschool my children from March 2020 - September 2020
non-stop, with almost zero support from their schools (state schools); the
next term, one of my children's class bubbles got shut down, so two more
weeks of homeschooling; again from Mid December 2020 to March 2021, I
had all children at home 24/7 (as our school had no capacities for all
'keyworkers'; while our University had let us know that we were keyworkers,
they did not really consider that schools had to work with a much more
restrictive definition of keyworker). Being cut off from their schools, friends
and everyday routines has put an enormous emotional pressure on children,
and hence on their parents. I was busy by day trying to keep them happy,
and busy by night trying to get at least some work done. Much has not
changed, I am writing this at 3.15 am before our day will start again at 7am.
It has been and continues to be horrendously challenging to look after kids.
My partner and I have never been under so much pressure as now. If we had
the energy, we'd be horrified by the implications this has on our careers.
Publishing? Doing research? Writing? Forget it. The little time I had was
entirely spent on looking after students and tutees.”

“I had a toddler at home for 5 months who required constant supervision. I
also had a 5 year old off school (with both lockdowns and bubble closures
they were at home requiring supervision and educational support for a total
of 9 months). My parent is also terminally ill, and I have been providing
extra support as a result of restrictions which have made their care harder.”

“I am a single parent, caring for my disabled child. During the lockdowns
they were at home with me, full time, needing attention and homeschooling.
I was still expected to keep up with my full teaching load, despite the fact
that my child needed me full time. So my child came first, and the work got
done at night.”

“My parent is on the immuno-compromised list, and as I live in the same
household I was required to shield them throughout the entire pandemic.
This greatly curtailed my freedom / ability to undertake research in the way I
would have done prior to the pandemic.”
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“My grandparent was diagnosed with terminal cancer, because they were
unable to go to a GP during the initial lockdown. As a result, I had to get an
extra job so my other grandparent could act as carer, and I help to care for
them when I have free time”

“Two small children, both at home for lengthy periods throughout the
pandemic, whether in official lockdowns or with bubble closures - this has
had a dramatic impact on domestic life (one in particular struggled a great
deal with missing school, disruption etc, and needed a lot of emotional
support), and consequently my ability to work.”

“I have two children under 6. The older one had to be home schooled
between March and July 2020 and January and March 2021. They had to be
looked after during the vacation periods, in the absence of holiday clubs or
similar, in April, July, August and December 2020, and March and April 2021.
During these periods I divided childcare with my partner, reducing my
working hours by 50%. Between March and July 2020 and January and March
2021 my younger child was also off nursery, making things even more
challenging. I was on funded research leave during this period, allowing me
some flexibility, but making it impossible to run the project I was supposed
to be in charge of.”

“Homeschooling for two children. Material provided by schools minimal (not
the fault of teachers!) and often not appropriate for non-school environment.
Loss of almost all SEND support for one child. Partner had to care for dying
parent.”

“Because of the health and financial difficulties caused by the pandemic, I
had to move in my sibling and their three small children who were home
24/7. I was often the only adult at home and had to care for them. This made
writing the PhD dissertation extremely difficult, as finding periods of time to
focus was nearly impossible.”
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“I gave birth to my first child two weeks into the first lockdown. Obtaining
childcare when I returned to work in 2021 was impossible, waiting lists were
insane plus I had a high risk child so a large nursery setting was not safe.
Accordingly I worked full time while caring for a baby for months until I
could gain a place at a small & safe (or safer) setting. No one so much as
checked in about how I was managing my new caring responsibilities on
return from maternity leave in the middle of a pandemic.”

“Looking after my parents remotely (2 hours per day at the beginning of the
pandemic in late February, dropping to 1 hour per day by August 2020, but
still ongoing) - this includes things like organising their weekly shopping,
medicine deliveries, setting them up with online tools and accounts...”

“We ended up having to pivot to homeschooling  for a child at junior school
with, at first, very little support from the school. Regarding the intersection
of q 2 and 3[1] - I had a block of time set aside before my parental leave
period started in which to finish my contracted book and several other
articles - because it was easier to me to take up homeschooling and caring
duties than my spouse it fell on me to do this work and, as such, I wasn't
able to finish either the book or the other work before my baby arrived."
[1] Q2 related to research, Q3 to caring responsibilities.

81 respondents (317%) were affected by illness during the pandemic,
while 70% were not. Some were affected by Covid-19, sometimes more
than once, and Long Covid. Some respondents noted that other non-Covid
related illnesses were exacerbated by the pandemic. Many commented on
suffering from acute anxiety and depression, migraines, nerve pain,
burnout, grief, and fatigue – all symptoms which can be, although not
necessarily, related to Covid-19 and the pandemic. One respondent
noticed increased post-natal depression due to the conditions of giving
birth during the pandemic. Many respondents commented on the anxiety
induced by the sudden lack of access to healthcare, with increasingly
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long waiting lists at hospitals and local surgeries. A different section of
the survey devoted to mental health issues includes more detail on some
of the problems raised here by respondents. Respondents expanded on
the question with a total of 73 comments, with a selection included here
as representative of experiences during the pandemic.

“I was already dealing with serious health problems at the start of the
pandemic. Treatment was delayed, which led to a greater impact on work. I
also contracted COVID-19, and have developed complications, which the
university has not been ready to deal with. Occupational Health assessments
are slow and not helpful in making the immediate reasonable adjustments
needed to facilitate recovery. Chronic illness and fluctuating conditions
require intelligent and flexible accommodations, and the university has not
been able to handle this, wanting a clear linear plan. They found it hard to
cope with the lack of standard sick notes / consultations during the
limitations on GP surgeries. They seem to view it as easier to write off staff
rather than work with them to make the most of capabilities and phase
people back into work.”

“A serious injury that was left untreated because of the pandemic led to falls
and fractured ribs. I developed a further serious condition that was not
diagnosed until late summer. I worked throughout this, which in the end was
exhausting.”

“Mild Covid in spring 2020, with lingering symptoms for a couple of months,
perhaps until now. (Un)fortunately, I had to meet research and report
deadlines, and was teaching online from March 2020, so I did not let the
symptoms (dizziness, fatigue and pain) get the better of me. In spring 2021,
nearly a nervous and physical breakdown because of the uninterrupted
workload.”

“I got another disease (not COVID-19), but the hospitals were so full that I
had to wait for weeks to get a scan and even longer for an operation, despite
being in so much pain that I had to take opiates six times per day.”
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“Infection that left me temporarily blinded. I was unable to seek medical
treatment due to GP closures and the closure of non-essential NHS services.”

“I was signed off work for several months due to stress, anxiety, burnout,
cumulative grief and depression.”

“Stress, occasioned first by the demands of caring full-time and then by
managerial bullying.”

“Post natal depression/PTSD. The experience of giving birth during the early
days of the pandemic when partners were not allowed in hospitals was
profoundly traumatic, and has been affecting me ever since.”

43 respondents (16%) considered themselves to have a disability. Among
the disabilities listed were ADD [Attention Deficit Disorder], ADHD
[Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder], anorexia, anxiety, Asperger’s
syndrome, autism spectrum disorder, body dysmorphia, brain fog, chronic
pain, chronic fatigue, depression, dyscalculia, dyslexia, eyesight
impairement, gender dysphoria, hearing impairment, musculoskeletal
conditions, OCD, post-stroke conditions, and PTSD [Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder].

Respondents noted how their medical conditions were exacerbated by the
Covid-19 pandemic or made it harder to work in the new online setting,
especially on screens. However, some respondents noted that both
increased availability of online resources and the possibility of working
from home or online led to helpful changes during the pandemic.
 
Respondents expanded on the question with a total of 37 comments, with
a selection included here as representative of experiences during the
pandemic.
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“I'm dyslexic. The main area of pressure I feel in this regard during the
pandemic were the pressures around marking student work, as this takes me
a long time. My university had allowed a balance extension for students,
which was fair and understandable given the difficulties they were
experiencing during the pandemic in relation to their learning and studies.
However, this meant that marking extended into the teaching semester for a
solid month (about 2/3 of my students all used the extension). For the first
time I had to get an extension on my marking, because I could not get it
done within the expected timeframe, even when marking at the weekends.
There were several times when I spent the weekends in tears and frustration
because I felt I couldn't cope with the workload.”

“Remote working changed the impact of working on my health. The university
offered no proactive support with this (as might have been expected by the
Equalities Act), and did not respond to direct requests in a timely manner. I
lost access to institutional technology and had no accessibility support,
which increased the negative impact of work on my health. No equality
impact assessment of changes was conducted. There has been a blunt
approach to consider risks to disabled staff in returning to on site working
(using standard tools rather than assessing individual cases), and a lack of
awareness of the extent to which lockdown measures were disproportionately
severe on many disabled people. Lack of line management structures and
university awareness of staff disability meant there was no way to handle
individual cases with the university. [...] Not commuting, and having flexible
working, have made managing the impact of disability easier.”

“Reasonable adjustments given to me prior to the pandemic (i.e. appropriate
workspace) were removed during the pandemic and not re-instated once on-
site working returned.”

“Eyesight. Zoom meetings and lectures have been difficult and tiring.”
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“Working always with screens has exacerbated problems with my dyslexia,
and increased memory issues.”

“I had a medical emergency some time before the pandemic. I get very tired
in online teaching and very headachy. I can't work as much as I used to be
able to do and that, plus the childcare, has made doing my job very difficult.
I have been essentially only doing the teaching and admin (I had a
substantial admin role both before and after the pandemic) since the
emergency.”

“Screens are exhausting, but more exhausting is faculty suddenly learning
how to use technology to record lectures, which I was told was impossible
when I needed them before. My disability worsened and I needed an
extension for my coursework.”

“The pandemic has actually helped me with my disability in many ways -
things were made widely accessible with online teaching and events, table
and ticket booking systems etc. However it has also been negatively affected,
due to rhetoric that is widely spread about ‘the virus only kills disabled and
vulnerable people’ as if my life is less valuable than others. And when
restrictions have eased, all the accessibility procedures have also began to
be removed now that able bodied people no longer require them.”

“I'm deaf and people started wearing masks in autumn 2020, so I can't lip
read (unless asking them to remove their mask). I now have reasonable
adjustments to teach online rather than in person. This literal barrier for
communication can be a real downer, and deaf people have had additional
challenges over this period.”
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“I have a mental illness classified by the NHS as 'severe'. The isolation
combined with the higher workload led to me needing additional treatment. I
also have learning difficulties (dyslexia and ADHD). I found Zoom meetings
and classes much harder to engage with, and hybrid teaching is a nightmare
because of the amount of multi-tasking (especially as most of our rooms do
not really have the capacity for this).”

“As an autistic person with ADHD, being online was hard for me because all
of my typical coping mechanisms that I had been previously employing to get
everything done (routine, having an in person study buddy, having a work
space separate from my living space) [became impossible]. I also have a hard
time with email and time management due to my disabilities, two things that
I had to do a lot of during the pandemic.”

“Autism - able to work from home, so much better for my mental health and
well being, able to live fully in my reclusive world...”

Respondents were asked about changes to their mental health during the
pandemic. 163 respondents (61%) said that their mental health had
worsened during the pandemic. 71 (27%) responded that it stayed the
same, and only 8 (3%) said that it had improved. 5 respondents (2%)
didn’t know how to answer. 20 respondents (8%) preferred to tick the box
‘other’ and to specify their situation in the comments.

The majority of those who recorded that their mental health had
worsened were postgraduate students (20%), followed by senior lecturers
(16%) and lecturers (12%); 32% of them had caring responsibilities, 44%
were in the 35-49 age group and 33% in the 25-34 age group. 69%
identified as female. 
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The majority of those who recorded that their mental health stayed the
same were professors (19%) followed by senior lecturers (15%), school
teachers (15%), and lecturers (12%). 28% of them had caring
responsibilities, 41% were in the 35-49 age group and 32% in the 50-67
age group (only 13% in the 25-34 age group and 6% under 24). 68% of
them identified as female. 5 out of 8 of the respondents who recorded an
improvement on their mental health were students, and 4 of these were
undergraduate students. None of them had caring responsibilities. 

Following on from the previous questions, respondents noticed high
levels of depression and stress-induced anxiety during the pandemic.
Many respondents noticed that these were a direct effect of the increase
in the workload and, for some, of the simultaneous increase of their
caring responsibilities. Those with pastoral or tutorial duties noticed that
this was a knock-on effect of the worsening of their own students’ mental
health. Parents carried the burden of the worsening of their own
children’s mental health as a result to school closures. Some respondents
also noticed the damaging effects on their anxiety levels of working from
home and online, and of a lack of socialisation. Among the answers
respondents noted the ensuing of claustrophobia and feelings of
dissociation.

Some respondents, however, noticed positive effects on their mental
health as a result of the pandemic. Working from home gave some more
time for reflecting and a better work-life balance. Some noticed the
positive effect of working away from what they considered a stressful and
toxic environment. More than one respondent claimed that they had also
found renewed confidence in their own life and work achievements.

Respondents who ticked the box ‘other’ expanded their answers with a
total of 20 responses, with a selection included here as representative of
experiences during the pandemic.
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“After such a long time seeing only very few people in my immediate
household and vicinity, I experienced desocialisation, finding it difficult
when permitted to mix with the outside world to summon the words to
communicate, especially with small talk - or the contrary: babbling irrelevant
chatter. I developed a 'blinkered' condition whereby I recognised that I had
tasks that needed attention but they somehow stayed on the periphery of my
consciousness to such an extent that I overlooked them for quite some time. I
am finding it difficult to deal with the demands of a return to face-to-face
working when these are also combined with changes in processes and IT
systems that were required in order to fulfil the terms of the development
plans of my institution - which couldn't be delayed any longer than they
already had been - it has all been too much, too quickly and I am feeling
overwhelmed.”

“in an odd way, perhaps the overall and final outcome on my mental health
is positive, because I am now giving more time to things that make me feel
well on a regular basis.”

“I realized that being physically away from the University environment,
which I came to feel as hostile and negative, was absolutely beneficial. I was
able to sleep well after YEARS of insomnia.” 

“I have more occasions to consider my mental health because I have more
time that I spend alone. On the one hand, I feel problems more intensively
and find less support (or less distraction) by social contacts, on the other
hand, the time for reflection helps me also to strengthen my self-esteem by
thinking about my achievements be they academic, social or private.”

“At times, I have felt terrible stress during the pandemic, from juggling work
and childcare - and from the responsibility that I felt for my team as a Head
of Department, particularly when they were worrying about the health and
safety of teaching face to face before vaccines. On the other hand, the fact of
realising that I am resilient enough to cope with this has been a great
positive.”
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“I have more occasions to consider my mental health because I have more
time that I spend alone. On the one hand, I feel problems more intensively
and find less support (or less distraction) by social contacts, on the other
hand, the time for reflection helps me also to strengthen my self-esteem by
thinking about my achievements be they academic, social or private.”

“Overall I managed to stay sane, but there were ups and downs as my family
was seriously affected by the pandemic and my workload was significantly
higher (and my students' mental health was seriously affected so I had a lot
of extra pastoral work)”

“I had health anxiety before the pandemic and the pressure of childcare,
doing a decent job, my illness and an inability to research have made it
worse.”

“During the lockdowns my mental health took a hit, mostly because I had no
breathing space at all in order to be able to do my own work on top of
homeschooling.”

Participants were asked whether they felt supported by their institutions.
Overall, the majority felt supported at variable levels. The majority of
respondents (109, 41%) replied that they ‘felt supported sometimes’. 57
respondents (22%) ‘felt supported’, and 24 respondents (9%) ‘felt very
supported’. However, a considerable portion, 65 respondents (25%)
replied that they ‘did not feel supported’. Only 8 respondents didn’t know
how to answer and one only preferred not to say. 
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Permission to take compassionate leave at critical times 
No pressures to be present on campus 
Support from PhD supervisor
Support from Head of Department
Support from the Union
PhD extensions

The majority of respondents who did not feel supported were on open
ended contracts (37%), followed by those on fixed-term contracts (25%)
and students (16%). 32% were Lecturers/Senior Lectures/Professors, 18%
were PhD students, 11% were Teaching Assistants, and 10% were Post-
docs. 47% were associated with a red-brick university and 29% with a
pre-1800 university. 71% of those who did not feel supported during the
pandemic identified as female.

The majority of respondents who felt supported or very supported were
on full time (75%) or open-ended contracts (56%). 21% were students and
only 10% were on fixed-term contracts. 71% identified as female. The
majority were associated with a pre-1800 university (27%) or a red-brick
university (25%). Many respondents expanded on their answers, with a
total of 88 comments. 

Although most respondents declared that they felt supported during the
pandemic, most observations in the comments focused on the lack of
support they received. There were also comments on positive support
received by the institution and colleagues. Significantly, many of the
respondents felt the need to specify that they felt supported by their
departments and colleagues, but not by their institutions.

Respondents indicated examples of positive support from their
institution:
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Lack of recognition of increased workload and effort
Lack of recognition of decreased ability to conduct research
Lack of recognition of increased childcare duties and/or home-
schooling
Lack of recognition of space or conditions when working from home
Lack of communication with PhD supervisor
Lack of communication with colleagues
Lack of IT guidance
Lack of long-term planning
Lack of guidance from line managers
Lack of extra funding to accompany PhD extensions
No extra support with home bills or books
No equipment provided to work from home
Increased administrative duties
Increased expectations around student satisfaction
Disregard for staff’s mental health and wellbeing
Disregard of graduate students in comparison to undergraduate
students
Insistence on in-person classes
Study Leave freeze
Hiring Freeze
Non-renewal of contract
Difficulty in applying for PhD extensions
Extra stress around the USS pensions scheme
Burden falling mostly on junior colleagues and those on temporary
contracts 
University using the crisis to dismantle the department 

Respondents indicated as examples of lack of support from their
institution:

A selection of comments is included here as representative of
experiences during the pandemic.
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“The university made all staff very supported. Dedicated management team
kept us all informed regularly with team meetings and constantly updated
website information (but not so frequent as to be a nuisance): very good at
filtering information. Faculty also provide support for teaching online with
webinars and virtual drop in centres. I felt very supported in doing my work.
Accommodation was made for the change in modes of delivery and health
and wellbeing was always first on the agenda. I was able to change the way
we examined student assignments by digital means and exam boards and
graduation ceremonies were well designed and thought through and
performed online. No one was put under undue pressure to perform if they
did not wish. Staff were treated admirably.” 

“My sense of being supported differed mainly depending on what source my
interactions with my institution were coming from. Immediate colleagues
within my subject area and wider School worked very hard to support each
other, with those in higher-level administrative and managerial roles clearly
making it a priority to provide practical support (e.g. guidance on how to do
online teaching) and be understanding about people's circumstances. But on
the other hand, the impersonal systemic reality of the situation was that
communications from the centre of the University came late or prioritised
students before even telling staff what students had been promised, while we
were left inventing our own wheels in relation to teaching practice and
ended up having to absorb enormous amounts of administrative work
relating to student circumstances and marks because the pandemic exposed
existing weaknesses in our student support systems. This side of things did
not feel supportive at all!”

“I answered yes, although university services are under severe pressure and
there is a limit to what they can deliver. I did not appreciate being told at
the beginning of the academic year that the majority of students were
expected to attend classes in person and that the university buildings were
entirely safe. I felt pressurised. While I much prefer classes in person, as a
mature student I have health issues that make this unwise.”

3 0

OCTOBER 2022PANDEMIC STORIES



“My university switched to online courses before any regulations were
announced by the government. They pretended that a university is just an
institution for teaching that can be done online. They even pretended that no
student would be negatively affected by the pandemic. What a hypocrisy!!! I
wrote letters to the senior management of the university and just received
blabla statements in return.” 

“I mostly felt very supported: there was a very understanding attitude
towards caring responsibilities, libraries never completely closed during the
2020-1 academic year, I was always able to have occasional access to my
office to collect books to take home, and I felt that there was appropriate
administrative and wellbeing support in place for the students, which helped
me to worry about them less. However, there was resistance at a high level
in the institution to the possibility of placing me on part-time furlough
during lockdown, even though my administrator and I were both doing our
best to argue for it: this would have helped hugely when I was losing part of
my research leave to childcare responsibilities.” 

“While I was able to secure an extension to my PhD scholarship, they
certainly did not make it easy to apply for. The institution refused to issue
any blanket statement on extensions due to COVID (only that they would
consider each application on a 'case by case' basis); they had little to no
advertisement that one had to apply directly for an extension; they barely
communicated with scholarship holders whatsoever. I obtained the extension
mainly because I was persistent in emailing everyone even tangentially
involved in scholarships. My PhD supervisor also was supremely unhelpful
and unsympathetic during the pandemic. I was reluctant to return to
university for October given the rising case numbers and what seemed an
inevitable second wave. My supervisor did not share my concerns and
consistently guilt-tripped me about not working in the library, despite the
fact that the university's official guidance was to work from home if at all
possible (and I was able to do so). After I contracted COVID that term and
suffered with long-haul symptoms of fatigue, muscle pain and brain fog, I
was even more reluctant to use the shared library facilities. My supervisor
repeatedly asked why I was not working in the library until I contacted
another colleague for help.”
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“At a departmental level I felt very supported by my excellent colleagues and
Head of Department. However, the response of management at my institution
has been very unsupportive and their decisions have generally exacerbated
the expectations placed upon academic staff. Very little regard has been
given to the impact that C-19 has had on research and academic staff are
increasingly required to take on roles (such as student mental health) which
they are not qualified to do. This is leading to unsustainable student
expectations and academic staff being blamed for government and sector-
wide decisions beyond their control.” 

“I'm an unusual person to answer this because I've occupied some very senior
roles, so in a sense I was the institution. With that caveat, I'd say (a) I
thought the way academic institutions, usually resistant to change,
transformed themselves in March-April 2020 was absolutely extraordinary.
The amount of care and attention shown was unbelievable: it made me proud
to be part of that community. (b) I was impressed by the collective attention
to issues like mental health and the unequal impact on people of different
classes and races etc. I know that very many people will have a contrary
view, and I don't mean to argue against them. But what I saw (from a
position of great privilege) was huge amounts of tireless care and
dedication.” 

“More like we are trying, but then never following through with promises.
Senior academics frowned on inability to conduct research as an early career
scholar, yet teaching load fell for the most part upon us. The racism and
sexism held on strong as usual but at least I didn't have to experience it face
to face, which was extremely nice.”

“Overall, I think that my institution can be proud of how it served our 
 students and provided them with the closest thing to the real thing that was
possible under the circumstances. The burden of delivering this extraordinary
teaching, however, has fallen squarely on the foot soldiers of academia,
junior colleagues and those on temporary contracts, who were largely forced
to fend for themselves.”
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“I felt supported during the pandemic throughout my spouse’s illness (see
further below) and was able to take extended periods of compassionate leave
at critical times. I never felt any pressure to be present on campus and was
able to conduct all my teaching at home. I believe that my institution offered
greater support and made more sensible decisions than many others
throughout the worst phases of the pandemic but I am certain that my
positive experience of support throughout this time was in very large part
due to the efforts of my head of department, who worked tirelessly to protect
my position, and I am aware that colleagues in other departments were less
fortunate than I.”

“Administration and teaching increased from the initial lock down and
continues. I suddenly took on significant admin responsibilities for online
learning. I have not been able to carry out any significant research since
March 2020.  For months in 2020 I was involved in multiple weekly meetings
about teaching provision. These meetings all required completion of tasks at
department, school and faculty level and included coordination of colleagues
from across professional and academic areas of the institution. During the
2020-21 academic year, my teaching load increased to support students.
Number of teaching hours increased and the creation of resources became
more complicated as my institution were pushing through a new VLE and due
to the need for the creation of captions and ensuring accessibility for all
online resources.”

“We have been expected to change to online teaching/blended lessons
practically overnight with a minimum of training and constantly changing
software on a variety of PCs and laptops. Long technical emails are all very
well, but huge numbers can get a bit overwhelming. Lack of government
guidance at present means that teaching in a classroom at the moment is
frenetic with pupils in seats and online and fee-paying parents are being
quite demanding.”
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“My institution insisted on on-campus teaching in the Autumn term of 2020-
2021 even if we were uncomfortable doing so; there was initially no
recognition of the challenges that people with caring responsibilities were
facing, even though they later introduced a career support scheme which
helped very little in my situation. I was also unable to apply to research
leave and to research grants in anticipation of the fact that the department
would be understaffed the following year”

“My school was very good with allowing me to work from home when
shielding was required. However, it didn't seem to understand the extra work
load and stress which came from teaching remotely when everyone else was
back in school. It also didn't seem to appreciate the stress of subsequently
receiving complaints [from students] about my 'absence' ("I know it isn't Ms
X's fault that she has to shield, but...")”

“No long-term planning, mixed confusing messages from different sectors, no
guidelines, burden to keep teaching going falling on each faculty member,
breakdown of all communication between member of staff, no exchange of
ideas, technologies, assessment strategies, etc.”

“I mostly felt very supported: there was a very understanding attitude
towards caring responsibilities, libraries never completely closed during the
2020-1 academic year, I was always able to have occasional access to my
office to collect books to take home, and I felt that there was appropriate
administrative and wellbeing support in place for the students, which helped
me to worry about them less. However, there was resistance at a high level
in the institution to the possibility of placing me on part-time furlough
during lockdown, even though my administrator and I were both doing our
best to argue for it: this would have helped hugely when I was losing part of
my research leave to childcare responsibilities.”
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“The response of the institution has been to recklessly drive up academic
workloads and make increased demands on staff, particularly in regard to the
preparation of teaching resources. Much management energy has been
devoted to micro-management of academic staff and administrative support
has been moved to staff supervision rather than student support. Increased
burdens of student support has fallen on all academic. Management saw the
epidemic as an opportunity to drive change in teaching and up workloads.
Predictably, this pressure has been maintained even as more on-campus
provision has become possible.”

“My mental health massively deteriorated, as my workload sky-rocketed. My
institution and line manager offered lip service to both issues (which were
related) but did nothing to alleviate my stress or distribute workloads in a
more equitable fashion (according to the workload model, I was working at
150% of a FTE equivalent in terms of teaching and admin).”

“University's answer for staff concerns was ‘Speak to Line manager’ and read
waffling over-general websites; guidance for line-managers platitudinous
and pointless. Zero guidance or support with being forced to work at home
(NB I am not working from home and did not choose this. My spouse works at
home, and I have no desk or office-space here. I have been forced to take
over the living room. Utterly appalling.”

Respondents were asked whether their institution had taken measures
during the pandemic that would detrimentally affect their workload and
wellbeing. Listed below are measures suggested in the survey in
decreasing order of popularity. Percentages listed below are only from
respondents associated with a university.
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Budget cuts (78%)
Hiring Freeze (74%)
Not hiring Teaching Assistants to help with teaching load (44%)
Cancellation of Research Leave (39%)
Promotion Freeze (36%)
Not renewing contracts (32%)
Salary Freeze (27%)
Redundancy Measures (26%)
Coercion to part-time working (11%)
Reappropriation of annual leave (9%)
Other (8%)

Voluntary redundancy packages
Salary sacrifice
Cancellation of scholarships
Cancellation of research funding
Cancellation of excellence recognition or merit pay
Deferral of research leave
Non-renewal of contract
Removal of staff pensions
Library closures
Not hiring Postgraduate Tutors 
Not allowing non-vaccinated teachers to return to work

Measures that the survey did not list but respondents specified included:

Respondents expanded on their answers with a total of 85 comments, 66
from those associated with universities. A selection of comments is
included here as representative of experiences during the pandemic.

“My sabbatical was originally scheduled for 2020-21 but postponed to 2021-
22. Budget cuts, a hiring freeze, not renewing contracts and not hiring TAs
has significantly increased teaching loads. A colleague in my department left
just before the pandemic and has not been replaced, which has had a
significant impact on teaching load, etc.”
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“I have had a heavy teaching load over the past academic year, teaching a
very large class of first years online. Though this normally receives support
from PGR tutors the number of tutors did not increase with the number of
students. It was very difficult to manage a class of this size, especially online
when students did not show their faces and you had no idea who they were.”

“The cancellation of research leave has deeply affected my ability to conduct
research. I understand that this was necessary during the worst of the
pandemic, but there seems no logical reason for the continued ban on
research leave and travel.”

“We were told in Week 1 of teaching in Autumn 2020 that my University was
making huge budget cuts to targeted areas within the University (Humanities
and Arts). To achieve this, a voluntary severance package
was rolled out, forcing some colleagues to feel they had little choice
but to leave. Their departure was not only devastating on a personal
basis, with morale among the team low, it also created extra work for
those who remained.”

“I have gone from being one of several members of staff in my subject
area, to the only remaining specialist, due to deaths, the university
redundancy schemes and non-renewal of contracts. As a result, I have
had to assume the running of a research centre, including its
publications and obligations to the UK society for my discipline, and
the supervision of my colleagues’ many PhD students. This has had a
tremendous impact on my ability to do research and also limits my
ability to offer research-led teaching.”

“As I am a TU representative, fighting all those measures has been
exhausting. Management would of course say that there was no 'hiring
freeze' - just 'hiring controls'.”
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Extra resources for home working (48%)
Flexible hours (45%)
Extension to research deadlines (34%)
Extension of research funding (30%)
Extra annual leave (25%)
Extra support for childcare and caring responsibilities (19%)
Relief over teaching load (11%)
Career support scheme (9%)
Relief over marking load (7%)
Other (5%)
Relief over administrative load (3%)

Relief in REF outputs
Relaxing of marking or moderation deadlines
Bonus payment scheme
Extension of probation
Help with scanning resources
Using Fridays as a ‘quiet day’ (no meetings nor emails)

“As above. I have been asking for a full time contract for many years, had
been promised a near-full time contract, this was cancelled at short notice
and I found myself back at 0.5. This means I have once again missed
the point where the university would feel obliged to make my expanded
contract permanent. At the same time we have had a series of voluntary
redundancies/early retirements and as these have not been replaced,
more work for those of us who remain.”

Respondents were asked whether their institution had taken relief
measures that would alleviate the pressures caused by the pandemic.
Listed below are measures suggested in the survey in decreasing order of
popularity, again only from respondents associated with a university.

Measures that the survey did not list but respondents specified included:
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Respondents expanded on their answers with a total of 85 comments, 67
from those associated with universities. Overall, the most frequently
recurring comment focused on the practical difficulty of taking annual
leave, given the burden of workloads and the fact that Universities were
only offering a few extra days over the Christmas period. 

The survey revealed a considerable range of divergence among
institutions in terms of support given, especially in relation to help with
childcare costs, relief from teaching, and financial support for research
and equipment. The comments in this section highlight more general
trends of unequal conditions among UK institutions, but the comments
also note unequal conditions among people with different types of
contracts, or between funded and unfunded PhD students. Comments also
highlight the lack of transparency in applying for these measures.

A selection of comments is included here as representative of
experiences during the pandemic.

“Some main teaching-related relief measures were taken; NSS results seems
to be an obvious pressure here. There was some relief in relation to REF
outputs that were required per member of staff, but not enough incentive and
support of research plans and funding.”

“Whilst the provision of additional annual leave was welcome, it was difficult
to actually use it. At the end of both term 1 and term 2, myself and (to my
knowledge) most colleagues were using the first few weeks of the vacation
period just to catch up with marking, personal tutee meetings and other
outstanding duties that you could normally tie-up during term time. I was
then often faced with a choice between spending the remaining time on
research or having a break - the time remaining meant that it was impossible
to do both properly. By the summer when all the exam boards had finished, I
had enough leave remaining to take several weeks' holiday - but of course
this was when I should finally do research and I still had postgraduate
students to supervise. My institution recently rolled out a bonus payment
scheme to its employees as a ‘thank you’ for work in the pandemic. I’m not
eligible to receive it because I am no longer an employee.”
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“Extension to research funding was offered to very few PhD's by the
recommendation of their supervisors. Application process was not
transparent, and I felt that only PhDs who already had a decent financial
situation were funded extra. I have an unfortunately lousy relationship with
my main promotor who obviously did not apply additional funding for me.
PhDs who did not suffer Covid-19 restrictions as reduced lab or fieldwork
time did not stand a chance in receiving extra funding.”

“Members of staff were allowed to carry over some days of annual leave
from 2020-21 into 2021-22. Given how difficult it was to take annual
leave in 2020-21, this has not had a significant positive impact!”

“These measures have not affected me personally - primarily because of the
various privileges I enjoy as well as the misfortunes that I did not
(thankfully!) suffer. The programs I am aware of are geared particularly
towards various minoritized and/or historically under-represented groups:
women, scholars of color, various other minoritized scholars, and graduate
students. As a white/cis/male faculty member with tenure and who suffered
no personal/familial misfortunes, I undoubtedly occupy a position of
privilege here. Given the limited amount of resources my public institution
has to use here, I am glad that priority is being given to those who have
suffered disproportionately during the pandemic. In an ideal world, however,
there'd be more resources across the board for everyone. (But we obviously
do not live in an ideal world!) Specific measures include extension of tenure
clocks, teaching releases, extension of uses of research funds, increased
access to emergency funding for grad students.”

“£250 per year for childcare/caring responsibilities to attend
conferences/evening events; support to apply for no-cost extension of
research funding with UKRI; flexible hours for research-only staff”
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“The support at local level (department and school) in terms of working
remotely, including the supply of laptops etc. for staff if they did not already
have one to work remotely from (I already had a uni laptop), has been good.
[In] theory the extra annual leave from the institution is an acknowledge of
the pressures staff have been under; however, given the message from the
institution that education comes first and the pressures of the workload
during the pandemic, there has not been time to take all the annual leave on
offer.”

“I have not ticked 'extra annual leave' above, because although our
University was closed for additional days over Christmas and these were
called 'annual leave', there was no actual reduction in our workload, so it
was meaningless. I also haven't ticked 'Extra support for childcare and caring
responsibilities' because although Faculty funding has just been made
available to support colleagues with dependents in attending conferences or
training, this does not seem to be directly related to the COVID pandemic,
and is not to support everyday working anyway. I have ticked 'Other', and
refer here to the introduction of a new box on our promotion application
forms allowing applicants to explain how the pandemic has affected their
career progression.”

“While I acknowledge that my university has offered Extra resources for home
working, these were not made available equally, and lecturers in the
Humanities received no resources. Extension to research deadlines were
offered to graduate students only.”

“Extra annual leave has been offered - but this is a pointless measure if (as
is the case at my institution) there is no corresponding decrease in workload.
The best-case scenario in those circumstances is that the additional leave
has no impact (because it just isn't taken); the worse-case scenario is that it
increases pressure (because the same amount of work has to be squeezed
into less time).”
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“Some things have been promised (I think extra resources, for example), but
not materialised. They offered lots of 'wellbeing' resources, but these were
mainly links to websites and mindfulness resources, etc., which did not
actually help with any of the practical problems being faced.”

“The "extra annual leave" was 3 days during the Christmas period.”

“My university covered three months of childcare expenses.”

“The lack of additional relief measures - beyond extra resources for home
working - made for a particularly punishing year. There were hollow gestures
- such as the encouragement to take leave that increased workloads
prevented us from taking - and instructions to 're-prioritise' workloads to
focus on delivering high quality online/blended learning, without the specific
relief measures (such as extensions to research deadlines or reduction of
admin load) that would allow for any real re-prioritisation rather than just
an increased workload.”

“The University closed for two weeks over Christmas, which did offer a
welcome break. However, this has since been counterbalanced by the fact
that annual leave over Summer 2021 was largely interrupted: the University's
policy of leniency meant we felt a duty to support students who had received
extensions and to mark their work before the resit board in August.”

“Two (2!) extra days of annual leave...”

“The extra annual leave was only usable during the 'roll over' period, which
is the 1st three months of the academic year. There is no realistic way to
take this during this time because of teaching. It is an offer they know they
could make without any actual cost to the university.”
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“None was offered. We were encouraged to apply for a covid relief scheme,
but this was competitive, and related to research only. I asked for a keyboard
as I was working from home and was told that the institution could do no
purchases of equipment. All of the equipment (laptop, keyboard, printer, new
chair because of back pain) I purchased myself without compensation. I
found my institution's levels of support truly abysmal.”

“Extra annual leave helped me recover to some extent from the stresses of
working and childcare during the pandemic; we reduced teaching load in the
department, which I hope helped my colleagues and therefore made my job
as Head of Department easier; flexible hours helped, and my institution was
good at making sure we had the WFH resources we needed e.g. laptops,
cameras, office chairs.”

Participants were also asked to specify if there were any measures not
taken by their institution that would have been beneficial to them. 92
respondents replied to this question with comments.

Doctoral students noted that the cutting of postgraduate teaching hours
was especially detrimental to their career, as well as to the general
environment of departments, as it added pressure on staff. They also
noted that they would have benefited from extensions, as well as to some
financial help, from extension to PhD funding to help with the increase of
e.g. internet bills. Not all students were able to continue borrowing
books from library or received help with scanning resources.

University teachers and lecturers found that the increase in workload was
central to the difficulties caused by the pandemic. Many would have
generally appreciated relief with teaching, marking, and admin loads,
especially pastoral and tutorial work, and more flexible timetabling.
Many would have appreciated better IT help to adjust to the new working
conditions, especially help with equipment for working from home. Some
also noticed that shorter and less frequent online meetings would have
been beneficial to their mental health. 
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In terms of support with their research, academics would have benefited
from additional research time, help with scanning research and teaching
material, and research allowances. Not all institutions allowed scholars
to borrow books from libraries or offered scanning services, although
some respondents made use of the Institute of Classical Studies’ Library
scanning service to help with their research. 

Academics with caring responsibilities would have benefited from relief
from other duties in recognition of their additional pressures, and those
with children would have appreciated help with childcare and general
flexibility. Lectures and teachers with disabilities would have benefited
from appreciation of their increased difficulties in adjusting to working
online, especially regarding online marking. 

More generally, universities seem to have provided little to no support to
staff regarding their mental health and wellbeing. Some respondents
noted that provision of counselling services would have been welcome,
and one comment detailed the lack of support available during the
pandemic to those who ended up being in lockdown with an abusive
partner. 

It was also noted that allowance for working in another country for those
with family abroad was especially important during the pandemic. 

Comments were divided over institutional mandated mask-wearing. 

One comment in particular included a long list of recommendations,
which are included here in full.

1. Furlough needed to be more easily available to teaching staff. 
2. More support in managing flexible scheduling needed to be available to
teaching staff. 
3. Admin support for teaching prep (subject specific). 
4. Admin support for digital resource management. 
5. Video editing support for e.g. captioning videos. 
6. Disabled staff needed proper consultation about what practical steps
would help them. Create a bespoke point of contact for disabled staff to put
in requests and concerns and receive prompt feedback and support. 
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7. Teaching assistants need to be used to help with online teaching (this
could be managing Teams breakout rooms, or running revision / catchup /
discussion sessions). 
8. More support was needed for practical problem solving, e.g. short-term
mentoring on how to set up and use tools, including perhaps people to build
tools. 
9. Proper counselling needed to be sorted for anyone who requests it. This
might include online email support or guided online tasks, as well as virtual
sessions, but personal engagement is vital.
10. Proper line management and / or peer support frameworks were needed,
even if only temporarily. 
11. Marking assistants could have been hired. 
12. Money for technology was needed (tablets, webcams, microphones,
homeplugs). 
13. Wellbeing packages that were more targeted and evidence-based could
have been requested by managers for staff who are struggling. 
14. Annual leave rollover could have been extended. 
15. Private medical support for staff with health problems exacerbated by
the pandemic would help staff keep well. 
16. Money for things like exercise bikes or other wellbeing things would help
staff keep healthier. 
17. Officially support platforms like Zoom if they work better for some staff. 
18. Maintain library support, including access to digital resources, scan and
deliver, extended loans. 
19. Reduce meeting attendance, and come up with better ways to deliver
mandatory material, e.g. instead of a 90 minute exam briefing one could
circulate slides (potentially narrated) in advance, and have a 30 minute
briefing / drop-in session to discuss key points and perhaps ask questions to
ascertain compliance and understanding. 
21. Extend deadlines for e.g. research proposals and graduate examined
work. 
22. Nationally keep arguing for amendments to the REF 
23. Reassess probation terms to support staff who are struggling to get
research done or meet other criteria (which may be hampered by e.g.
conference attendance issues)
24. Look at fixed-term contracts and what can be done to ease the situation
for precarious staff in terms of extensions or career support.”
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Slightly more respondents (57%, 145) declared that their institution
‘insisted’ on teaching on campus, against 43% (109 respondents) who did
not. 

The main divide between universities seems to have been between those
which insisted on on-campus teaching from September to December 2020
and those which did not. There was considerable variation in the
management of universities that allowed Heads of Departments to let
lecturers choose their preferred methods of teaching, and those that
insisted on lecturers coming to campus. Among the 122 responses, some
comments declared that departments seemed to make little to no
exceptions when requesting on-campus teaching, while many picked up
that ‘insisted’ was a strong word, as lecturers were generally
accommodated to choose their preferred method of teaching. 

Among those who replied that their university had insisted on on-campus
teaching, 55% (66 respondents) declared that this had affected them
negatively, but 45% of them (55 respondents) declared that this had
affected them positively.

44 comments were left by those who had been negatively affected by
their institution’s insistence for on-campus teaching. Most of these
comments seem to reflect on the situation in autumn 2021, when some
universities moved completely online, while others insisted on or
recommended some level of on-campus teaching. Some commented that
the situation made them anxious and scared, especially because of lack
of proper ventilation in the rooms, although many preferred teaching in
person rather than online. The added pressures of hybrid teaching for
students shielding at home also added to the lecturers’ workload. Lack of
clarity about accommodations and exemptions from travelling to campus
for teaching also made the situation confusing and uncertain for some. A
selection of comments is included here as representative of experiences
during the pandemic.
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“The main impact was on my workload. In normal years, we would teach a
class for two hours a week; in 20/21, this rose to as many as four hours per
week (one hour of online material and then multiple on-campus sessions to
smaller groups of the class to allow for social distancing, plus an hour long
catch-up for those self-isolating). I also spent a large amount of time on
related admin, mainly coordinating with students who were self-isolating
and needed to attend an online rather than on-campus session that week,
but also Covid reporting and student attendance, technological problems etc.
My workload also increased via supporting my personal tutees, some of
whom had to isolate for extended periods and had heightened anxiety on
account of the rapidly escalating situation. There was also a perfect storm
whereby student wellbeing services were inundated, causing more students
to rely on their personal tutors or more approachable members of staff for
wellbeing support, which then left us unable to signpost them to the correct
support they needed. Teaching on-campus also presented an additional
challenge for me because it entailed a lengthy commute on public transport.
In term 1, departments across my institutions were under pressure to
maintain a certain percentage of on-campus teaching. I was able to move a
small number of sessions online under the reasonable adjustment framework
but, as a temporary member of staff, I felt like I couldn't ask for more
flexibility.”

“During the November 2020 lockdown, I ended up travelling to and from
campus in one-day (a very lengthy commute) on multiple occasions because
it would have been illegal for me continue with my existing accommodation
arrangements.”

“I am now still terrified whenever I have to go on campus. Masks aren't being
mandated, so most people are ignoring wearing them and the one-way
systems that are supposed to be in place. We already had a positive case in
one of the in-person classes I'm assisting early in the semester. I am at
higher risk due to my disability and have had all 3 jabs, but still don't feel
safe/ am worrying someone else is going to test positive and spread it to me.
I have resorted to double-masking, and we have the windows of the
classroom open whenever we meet, but I'm afraid it won't be enough.”
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“It was really difficult to conduct sessions in person and online at the same
time. It was almost impossible to track student attendance, follow up with
students who didn't attend or who needed support. The planning, preparation
and admin were extremely onerous and the time spent in front of a screen
had a negative impact on both mental and physical wellbeing.”

“Though it hasn’t started yet, it has caused me lots of worry about my risk to
my health, and also put a negative aspect on the attitudes of the institution
for yet again being ableist, removing accessibility based learning for
disabled students now that it is not needed by able bodied students.”

“I did, in the end, not have to teach in person because my Head of
Department arranged (illicitly) to only have me teaching from home and
Occupational Health eventually stopped me from having to teach in person
(because of my health condition) but the University's rhetoric in summer
2020 about in person teaching was anxiety inducing.”

“Although I was willing to return to campus at the start of 2020-21, caring
responsibilities for an elderly and vulnerable parent at home made this a
particularly anxious time for me. There was a general sense that the
university was willing to consider exemptions for those who were clinically
vulnerable, there was much less clarity and consistency for those who were
concerned not for themselves, but for family members.”

“On-campus teaching affected my mental health extensively to the point that
I could not sleep, something that I still suffer from, I have had and still have
anxiety attacks, and I am full of anger because I have no right to make a
decision that is good for me.”

“We're not allowed to ask students to wear masks. This is a public health
risk.”
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“Being ordered by my abusive manager to teach in-person on campus at short
notice despite my recognised caring responsibility and a clearly worded
doctor's note caused me serious stress and led to me being signed off work
for months.”

“It affected everyone negatively - in particular the local population who a
few weeks into term became the highest Covid-affected area in the country.”

“I prefer in-person teaching (partly because of ocular problems and medical
advice to limit screen time). However, my institution does not support the
wearing of face coverings by students (quite the contrary), and there has
been no attempt to ensure that teaching venues are safe and well
ventilated.”

“I am frightened, but it has been made very clear I have no option but to be
in person on a campus with no mask mandate.”

“I was terrified I was going to get sick or make my family sick, and it was
impossible to realistically plan for the academic year - we switched to online
delivery at the last possible minute and it was organisationally a complete
disaster.”

“I found the idea of teaching on campus terrifying, and spent a lot of mental
energy on it, meaning i couldn't focus on other work. The UCU eventually
managed to broker a deal where staff could request to teach remotely, and I
was able to take advantage of that (even if lockdowns then meant everything
was pretty much online anyway).”

“Dealing as a HoD with the concerns of colleagues who were frightened
about teaching face to face in a pandemic was emotionally difficult - as was
balancing this against the benefit students and staff get from face to face
contact, and the protection from financial pressures that this brought.”
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36 comments were left by those who had been positively affected by
their institution’s insistence for on-campus teaching. Many of these
comments seem to be reflective of the return to on-campus teaching in
autumn 2021, which is when the survey was open, rather than autumn
2020. Most of the comments focused on the positive effect of human
interaction on mental health and wellbeing, and emphasised the
preference for teaching in-person rather than online for pedagogical
reasons. A selection of comments is included here as representative of
experiences during the pandemic.

“Even though some on-site teaching has been insisted on, my institution has
allowed on-line teaching to be delivered where there is sufficiently good
pedagogical reasons for this; this has meant I've been able to have two days
teaching on-site and one day teaching on-line for 2021-22, which for me
feels like an appropriate level of risk to take now I'm fully vaccinated.”

“It gave me greater in person human interaction as I was living by myself at
the time.”

“It did not affect me personally. No one was compelled to teach in person,
and other arrangements were made/teaching was rearranged for those who
were then happy to teach in person . I think the 'insist' part of the phrasing
is a bit ambiguously worded.”

“I have personally found it useful in terms of re-establishing the work/home
distinction. However, I am young, in relatively good health, and have no
dependants. Several of my colleagues, however, have been forced back to
campus working with little regard for the impact it will have on their health.”

“It has had little effect on me personally, but is now providing me
with opportunities to leave my flat, which is good for my mental
health.”
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“In some ways I’d like to have ticked both boxes. It affected me negatively in
so far as I was a bit worried about returning to campus this month as I’ve
just not been used to being there and being around people so much. That
said, I’ve been enjoying it more than I expected once I got back and it really
has been lovely to see people and get back into a seminar room again with
real-life students. They’ve also been very diligent about wearing masks so
far, which has reassured me.”

“The return to in-person lectures, at least, has made the teaching and
grading load more manageable.”

“It is nice to see students and colleagues. It is good for mental health and
gives me an increased sense of purpose.”

96 of the 109 respondents who replied that their university had not
insisted on on-campus teaching skipped the question as to whether this
has affected them positively or negatively. Among the 13 respondents
who replied, 11 of them (85%) said that this affected them positively,
while only 2 of them (15%) that it affected them negatively.

These respondents left a total of 11 comments to the question. Only a
very small number said that the provision to be able to teach online had
a positive effect on their mental health and wellbeing.

When asked whether they thought the pandemic would have a long-term
effect on their career, 117 respondents (44%) replied that they thought it
would have a negative effect on their career. 75 respondents (28%)
replied that they didn’t know. 60 respondents (23%) replied that they
thought it would not affect their career, and only 12 respondents (5%)
that it would have a positive effect.
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More people with caring responsibilities thought that the pandemic
would have a negative impact on their career (48% of respondents
with caring responsibilities answered that the effect of the pandemic
was negative, vs 42% of people without caring responsibilities). 
More people who had been ill during the pandemic thought that the
pandemic would have a negative impact on their career (54%, vs 40%
of people who did not have an illness during the pandemic).
More people with disabilities thought that the pandemic would have a
negative impact on their career (51%, vs 43% of people without
disabilities).

The majority of those who thought the pandemic would have a negative
effect on their career were graduate students (21%), followed by Senior
lecturers (18%) and Lecturers (13%). 42% of them had caring
responsibilities during the pandemic, 37% of them had been affected by
illness during the pandemic, and 18% of them had a disability. 

The survey demonstrated that:

Respondents left 122 comments to the question. Those who felt most
impacted by the pandemic were those whose research time was most
affected and who were not able to complete publications or research
grant applications. PhD students who wrote their doctorate during the
pandemic felt especially left behind as they could not rely on building a
research network and community during the pandemic. Archaeologists
who relied on fieldwork or scholars whose research depended upon
archival work, especially at doctorate and early career level, were also
especially affected. 

A selection of comments is included here as representative of
experiences during the pandemic.

“It's complicated. There are the negative effects we all know, but there will
be positives as well. Some of them are mentioned above on the side of well-
being. More accessible online resources is another good thing. A new form of
networking through online research events and collaborations which would
have been more difficult in f2f conditions.”

5 2

OCTOBER 2022PANDEMIC STORIES



“I have pretty much lost a year and a half of active research time at the point
when it was most crucial to my career.”

“The pandemic has already had a negative effect on my career because it has
spanned a crucial period during my early career when I should have been
finishing articles and making headway with my first monograph. Instead,
teaching and student support responsibilities took up more time than usual
(and ‘usual’ is already pretty high), such that I only managed to complete
several major grant and job applications, and one publication. Framing this
as a failure feels ridiculous; but it is a failure at this stage of my career. I
have been rejected for grants and jobs during the pandemic because,
according to feedback, my research profile is simply not strong enough. I
agree with the feedback – and even before the pandemic, the competition
was exceptionally high – but I feel like the pandemic took away any chance I
had of trying to get on the ladder. A few months ago, I made the decision to
change careers, because I don’t think I’ll ever be able to catch-up and be
competitive on the job market again; and I wanted to jump before I was
pushed.”

“My PhD has been delayed for a year. Covid-19 has influenced in this only
partially, I also had supervision issues. I feel somewhat outsider to the
faculty after the year at home, and I am afraid this will get worse after I
defend my thesis. I don't have people backing me up at my faculty, mostly I
am afraid I'm forgotten. Applying for postdocs will be painful.”

“I believe that the pandemic has hindered/delayed my ability to produce the
research I had planned to work on during this period. My sabbatical was
postponed from 2020-21 to 2021-22 but my personal circumstances in 2020-
21 made it impossible to produce any meaningful research.”

“I did not do any fieldwork for nearly two years and I could not get access to
materials necessary for my monograph. I only started this now, so I will be
not able to finish it in another two years. Thus I cannot apply for some posts
I would have liked to. But in the wider scheme of things, it's fine.”
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“My research (externally funded) is severely affected by difficulties in
accessing archives, museum study rooms etc. Also travel to relevant sites in
Greece and Italy. This will have long term effects.”

“My research depends on research abroad, which may not become again a
viable option, especially in the UK. Also the in-person participation at
international conferences, which is very important for my research, look like
becoming much rarer.”

“It will be beneficial, as I took the time to look after myself and my health.”

“The pandemic forced a reassessment of teaching practice and goals,
untrammelled by the usual constraints and dictats, which has allowed for
massive improvements in teaching. I've enjoyed this freedom, and my
teaching has improved hugely. Research has been hard because of limited
access to materials, lack of collegiality, and extended workloads, but online
conferences do allow for greater collaboration.”

“It's difficult to predict the long-term effects, but I certainly think the
pandemic will have slowed down my career progression, having spent the
last 18 months firefighting (as Director of Undergraduate Studies) and simply
surviving. I'm not convinced that the university will honour its promise to
consider 'Covid mitigations' in the promotions process. The handling of the
pandemic has also fundamentally and irreparably altered my relationship
with the institution, especially in terms of confidence and trust.”

“The cumulative effect of 18 months working at home and not seeing any
colleagues, plus the total loss of momentum and motivation particularly with
regards to my research, means that I now feel quite a lot less satisfied and
confident about developing my career in a positive, long-term way”
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“The University has implemented policies that will affect my long-term
career: e.g. the cancellation of research leave and funding for travel to
conferences etc. There are no signs of a return to the pre-pandemic
conditions, so leave will only be available for those who receive external
funding. On top of this, the workload calculator has been adjusted so that we
do more teaching. Without the space to think, it is hard to prepare successful
research projects and bids.”

“I have missed on some important opportunities like going overseas to enrich
my study. I don't know that I can ever get this time in my career back”

“As a HoD, it showed me that I can lead, even in times of crisis - and I see
this as a positive.”

“As a precariously employed academic who had been in continuous but fixed-
term employment for several years, the significant decrease in academic
positions has affected me and will, I suspect, continue to affect me - it will
also create a generation of younger scholars who may have otherwise gone
into academic positions who will now leave academia due to a lack of
positions. I know this isn't a particularly ‘hot take’, but does bear repeating.”

At the end of the survey, we asked the respondents whether there was
anything else that they would like to tell us about how the pandemic had
affected them. Only 67 out of 268 respondents answered this question. A
selection of representative comments is included here, each in full. 

“In normal times teaching and admin keep me at my desk well after normal
working hours. The pivot to online teaching was obviously very demanding in
addition, and my admin role has been very exposed to the disruption, also
through vacation periods. The result is that I entered this academic year
already very burnt out (and I say this as someone without caring
responsibilities or suchlike). My institution, as I suspect most other 

5 5

OCTOBER 2022PANDEMIC STORIES

O T H E R  E F F E C T S



institutions, pays lip-service to this, without making any meaningful changes
(although my line-manager, i.e. head of dept., has been very cognisant of the
demands imposed on us).”

“It seems that the extra burden of the pandemic has been unequally
distributed, as one would expect, and those bearing the most added weight
are those casualised workers who are in a most precarious situation. This is
a great injustice, and I see no interest in addressing it among those in the
upper echelons of power.”

“I felt supported throughout the worst stages of the pandemic throughout my
spouse's illness and was able to take extended periods of compassionate
leave at this time. I never felt any pressure to be present on campus and was
able to conduct all my teaching at home. I believe that my institution offered
greater support and made more sensible decisions than many others
throughout the worst phases of the pandemic but I am certain that my
positive experience of support throughout this time was in very large part
due to the efforts of my head of department, who worked tirelessly to protect
my position, and I am aware that colleagues in other departments were less
fortunate than I.”

“Well, the above, certainly, It's all over the press - men published more
during the pandemic, women less. IS there a surprise here? I'll never get that
year and a half back, and the effects of burnout are lasting. (Or is it long
COVID? Who knows?) Just as paternity leave can mean that men end up
getting a sabbatical while their spouses care for their little ones, thereby
skewing the balance and making it seem like women on (real, child-caring)
maternity leave are not productive by comparison, this pandemic is VERY
BAD for women's equality in Academia, I think.”

“All additional research funding for students has been targeted at those who
have had their finances directly affected by the pandemic – as someone with
a disability, I am unable to access these funds, as the main criteria all relate
to immediate financial circumstances and do not recognise the longer term 

5 6

OCTOBER 2022PANDEMIC STORIES



strain on finances resulting from ongoing research extensions that are
necessary and expected from students with a disability."

“I have felt lonely during the pandemic. I miss contact with colleagues.
Networking opportunities have reduced significantly because conferences are
almost all virtual. This has a negative impact on potential collaborations and
joint grant proposals. My work-life balance has also deteriorated. Working at
home means that there is no separation between professional life and
domestic life. I've regularly worked until 11pm and every Saturday, yet I still
don't have a permanent academic job. This dedication to the cause is neither
healthy nor sustainable.”

“My partner is clinically vulnerable, which means we are being very cautious
about what is acceptable risk for us; that is unlikely to change in the near
future. Despite the benefits of things moving on-line, the realities of looking
after a young child mean that I still can't attend anything! The pandemic has
made me much more reluctant to travel to conferences and other on-site
events, and I am not sure when that confidence in my safety is going to
return, if it ever does. I don't even feel comfortable sitting in a library to
consult a book.”

“It has shown that the things disabled students have asked for have always
been possible, the barrier was institutional unwillingness until abled people
wanted it. Changes in assessment during the pandemic meant that I
performed at my best, got funding for graduate study. Honestly, without
alternative modes of assessment due to Covid, I would not be doing my PhD
right now (on a prestigious scholarship which I would never have gotten had
I taken normal exams rather than research essays at undergrad)”

“I was more affected in the beginning of the pandemic as I had an old
computer. My computer didn’t have a web cam so I couldn’t really participate
in zoom seminars, meetings, etc. As many of my family were also furloughed,
I had to get extra jobs to help them with some money. Bizarrely, the
pandemic has also led to an increase in me being racially profiled. I come
from the Eastern Mediterranean, and I’ve noticed a rise in racism, especially 
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as campuses (due to Brexit and rising international fees) have become less
diverse places, and more homogenous white, middle class spaces.”

“Being unable to travel abroad is a limitation on research - especially the
ability to visit archaeological sites, museums, archives etc. It can be worked
around in the short term by focusing on writing up material we're already
familiar with, or pivoting to more theoretical topics, but it will become more
and more of a barrier to fully enriched research as time goes on. Obviously
building relationships with colleagues abroad is also affected, but that can
be compensated for via Zoom to some extent, and indeed discovering we can
work that way has opened up new opportunities for interacting with people
abroad. But viewing primary material for ourselves can't be replaced in the
same way.”

“Yes. By forcing everyone to live online, the pandemic has contributed to the
growing levels of obnoxiousness among the more social-media obsessed
classicists - be that trolling (right- and left-wing), virtue-signalling (right-
and left-wing), or just the endless self-promotion of certain colleagues. It has
amplified the voices of the noisier members of our discipline by trapping us
all in a captive arena. For quiet, unobtrusive sorts... well, we've had little
outlet for mild, civil socialising, and have had little alternative other than to
sit and watch the chaos, the gnashing of teeth, and the general incivility and
unreasonableness and attention-seeking. So much of the nastiness of modern
life is due to the weird warping effect on social intercourse that the internet
has - and the pandemic has thrown lighter fluid on an already bad situation
by forcing us all to spend more time online. Secondly, even before the
pandemic, Classicists of my generation needed to be too many things to get
ahead: scholar, teacher, administrator, diplomat, motivational speaker, social
worker, political activist - and if you could manage all that, and were lucky
too, you just might have won a permanent job, getting paid enough to live in
a garret. Now we can add to that list computer technician, and Silicon-
valley-style self-promoting bullshitter (this you have to do to get promoted
or get a grant). Finally, the pandemic has revealed the priorities of UK
universities in the age of marketed education: bending over backwards to
oblige the customers (students), and expecting staff to double their efforts
for smaller rewards. My university hasn't been anywhere near as bad as that
of my colleagues elsewhere, but it's still made what was once one of the best 
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jobs a person could get into a pressure-cooker than will boil your brain,
sooner or later.”

"Mental health. I can't emphasize that enough.”

“Have been incredibly lucky. Actually found that lockdown assisted research
time!”

“The last 18 months have felt utterly relentless. The lack of opportunity to
take a real break over the summer - not least owing to the university's
handling of mitigation and the volume of deferred work - means that we
have started the year exhausted. I often wonder how we got through the last
year, but am in many ways more worried about the year ahead and the
continued impact on the health and wellbeing of colleagues who seem on the
verge of burnout from the very start of the year.”

“Please encourage the government and policy makers to ensure that staff
have access to domestic violence leave.”

“The working situation itself would have been ok if not for the voluntary
severance programme and threats of redundancy. Although there is
acceptance that research will not have been completed at the same rate, the
current lack of any sabbatical time without funding with the prospect of
penalties such as complete loss of research time and title of 'researcher' for
not producing research deemed 4* makes the situation especially stressful.”

“Last year was horrendous. The university threw academic staff under the
bus. And I know the staff in my department meant well, but there was no real
support, just words. All of the discussions in the department felt like they
were dominated by issues around loss of research time. As a teaching fellow,
there was no relief/expectation that those of us with overwhelming teaching
loads could do anything about it.”
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“Concerns about how changes in work practice have changed expectations
of academic staff: 

1) Impact of increase in WFH. Positive in many ways, but this has also
changed the culture, as people used to be considered available mainly when
physically at work, but are now considered to be available generally. 
2) This is further the case as it is no longer assumed that people have
disappeared into the field, abroad, conferences or the library outside term,
due to challenges involved in such activities, and the need to do a risk
assessment makes it much more deliberate (and less likely). 
3) This feeling of being permanently on-call (outside formal annual leave) is
heightened by meetings being via Teams rather than in person – so the
expectation is that people are likely to be available wherever they are
(including for meetings, such as summer tutorials, which were previously
impossible as we and students were not expected to go into the University).
4) The change in sabbatical patterns in our institution means that they now
cut into summer – which used to be considered research leave for most
academics (perhaps less so for those with key leadership roles - who perhaps
in turn feel that all should be on call throughout the year). 
5) Perhaps now that the huge job of the REF submission is over, teaching
and other concerns are requiring more attention – although academics still
need to pursue projects at the same pace.  
6) Some colleagues don’t like ignoring emails and letting them build up, and
there is no sense of how expectations are to be managed in terms of dealing
with term-time types of admin outside term. The barrier between the two,
which used to be quite clear, even with summer marking, seems to have been
lost. Responding to this constructively, perhaps there is a need for ‘research
days’ as well as annual leave for non-term time periods, particularly the
summer. We already have a research day each week in term, but this may
now be required outside term as well. Given that most research-active
academic staff are expected to spend a set proportion of their time on
research (e.g. 40%), and need uninterrupted periods of focus, could the
appropriate number of days be calculated? This could help manage
expectations for students and colleagues alike. Overall, I feel that we need to
look at the changing work practices, as well as the pandemic itself.”
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“One of the greatest impacts was the loss of work space - I went from having
a dedicated desk to only being able to use a desk 1 working day a week, and
this greatly upset my working routines and introduced a huge number of
distractions that along with the general distractions and anxiety caused by
the pandemic has really slowed my output of work.”

“As everywhere in life, there have been extreme inequalities emerging during
the pandemic. While some colleagues without caring responsibilities seemed
to have more time for research than ever, those of us with kids to look after
(not entertained by their private schools on zoom for substantial parts of the
day) had to do far too much. Especially, as there was ZERO compensation /
acknowledgement of this from our University. On the contrary, I had to work
MORE for my students and tutees than ever before. Ironically, I spent a large
amount of time helping students/tutees who felt disadvantaged by the
pandemic - but who were, compared to me and others in my situation, in a
position of extreme privilege (in terms of time for their work, at least)”

“COVID exaggerated and exacerbated the differentials I embody: as a senior
male without caring duties and with an established career, and with a three-
year leave arranged, I could simply do my work. I was acutely conscious this
privilege was not shared, and others were severely disadvantaged, but
because of isolation and lockdown regulations there was little I could do to
assist others, whatever I may have wanted to do”

“It was frustrating that my institution wouldn't change its rules re what
research expenses could be claimed for - I.e. Only travel, when I couldn't
travel! Really needed that money for buying books when I couldn't visit a
library, and so I am very behind on reading. I also won a Fellowship abroad
that I haven't been able to take, and which which will likely expire before I
am able to go (as a clinically vulnerable person, I received an early AZ
vaccine, but as that vaccine is not recognised abroad I am barred from entry).
My research contract has not been extended to make up for the lost months.”
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“I feel close to burnout from all the working from home and trying to meet
the same deadlines. I am an international student and I have only been home
once since the pandemic started, and seen my family twice. My social life
suffered enormously. Out of an assumed 3 years of my postgraduate degree,
50% were in pandemic times, and now the 4th is full of insecurities. Overall,
I thought it would be okay and I would be resilient enough -- it was not, and
I was not. Honestly, if I (and I consider myself an extremely stable person
with high work efficiency and full funding to add to that) struggle now, I
cannot start to fathom the impact of the whole thing on others.”

“I don't see how my research career will ever recover from this lost time. I
have a backlog I can't catch up, and have had to cancel and pull out of
things that would have helped my cv. I was planning to apply for promotion
around now, but it doesn't feel possible any more. Lack of in person human
interaction for 2 years and the reduction of my world and sensory experience
to a screen means I find it hard to focus and concentrate, and feel apathetic
about my job, which feels repetitive and pointless.”

“When the pandemic hit, students were getting in touch in a panic. They
were scared and worried and needed someone to talk to. That was perhaps
harder than anything else: needing to settle and support them at the same
time as dealing with my own impossible situation. I think I'm still recovering
from the emotional labour.”
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The truism that the impacts of the pandemic have been variable and
dependent on personal circumstances is highlighted by the results of the
survey. In particular, it is clear that those who were impacted
significantly were: those on precarious, teaching-only focused contracts;
those who were early career; those whose research required them to
travel or use archives; those with caring responsibilities; those with
health issues (whether pre-existing or caused by Covid infection); and
those with disabilities. It is also clear that those who fell into more than
one of these categories felt the impacts of the pandemic more severely.
Conversely, many of those whose contracts or career focus at the height
of the pandemic was solely on research felt that their careers had
received a positive boost from the changed circumstances brought about
because of the pandemic. It should be noted too that many benefits of
more flexible working arrangements were felt by disabled people; a
commonly noted sentiment was the wish that such measures had been
made available before the pandemic. 

There are considerable challenges in trying to draw together conclusions
and recommendations based on such varied experiences. Nevertheless,
some important themes emerged, and the following recommendations can
be offered. The ability of Heads of Department and EDI leads to ensure
that their Institutions implement the measures suggested below will
differ, not least because all institutions operate differently, and there is
considerable variation in the financial resources of individual institutions
and the willingness of senior management to listen to their staff.
Guidance provided below for HoDs and EDI Leads may well be relevant
for both. 

6 3

OCTOBER 2022PANDEMIC STORIES

S U M M A R Y  A N D
R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S



Lobby to ensure that the impacts of the pandemic are taken into
account in recruitment, probation, and promotion processes, e.g. by
encouraging people to disclose any impacts of the pandemic on their
career as part of these processes, and then ensuring that there are
mechanisms for taking these impacts seriously when evaluating
achievements, particularly for candidates who were graduate students
or ECRs during the early years of the pandemic. It is vital for career
progress that such impacts are taken into account for many years to
come, given that research is a time-consuming process that takes
place over an extensive timeframe, and that a large majority of
respondents (71.91%) indicated that their ability to conduct research
diminished due to the pandemic. Required statements should be
preferred over voluntary ones, as otherwise only those most seriously
or most self-consciously affected by the pandemic will volunteer this
information. For recruitment processes, specify that candidates can
discuss career breaks precipitated by the pandemic and, at the point
of advertisement, encourage applications from candidates who have
taken a career break as a result of Covid-19 (including for financial
reasons).  
Advocate for Universities to provide staff with ongoing, increased
access to services that can help them to deal with the ongoing
physical and mental health impacts of the pandemic, such as
increasing the size of teams who work in Occupational Health and
Counselling Services. 
Push to improve student support systems, given that the educational,
health, and emotional impacts of the pandemic are likely to extend
far beyond current cohorts of University-level students.
Continue to ensure that PhD students are given clear information via
Departmental communications (rather than via individual PhD
supervisors) about mitigating the long-term impact of the pandemic
on their studies e.g. extensions (regardless of funding status),
wellbeing support, etc., and ensure that all candidates whose period
of study overlapped with the pandemic remain able to submit
statements about its impact for consideration at the point of
assessment. If not already in place, make clear guidance available to
internal and external examiners to ensure that there are mechanisms
for taking these impacts seriously. 
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In addition to practical and emotional impacts, recognise the financial
consequences of the pandemic, such as the need to secure additional
paid employment following the loss of previous income streams, to
upgrade essential IT equipment following loss of access, etc.
Encourage Universities to follow guidance from the scientific and
medical community on reducing health risks during this and any
future pandemics, such as improving ventilation in teaching rooms or
(should the progress of the pandemic necessitate this) insisting on
mask wearing.
Ensure that staff are able to use time in the summer vacation to
pursue research, as well as annual leave; for example, by ensuring
that departmental meetings and examining do not spill over into this
period.
Recognise that mental and physical health impacts, particularly stress
caused by the pandemic, may persist for a long time, even after the
pandemic period is over. Be alert to signs of burnout in staff and
students, and be proactive about trying to support staff in this
situation. 
Ensure that reasonable adjustments given to those with disabilities
before the pandemic are reinstated as the pandemic ebbs or working
on campus becomes the norm.
Given that a mixture of working in the office and working from home
now seems to be an established work pattern, advocate for the
universities to provide: (i) dedicated departmental workspaces, in
particular for staff who do not have a dedicated workspace at home;
(ii) IT and home office equipment such as headphones, cameras, and
microphones, and office chairs to enable staff to work from home with
appropriate resources; (iii) supportive formal policies about working
environments that offer staff flexibility. 
Although staff were forced to switch to online marking and marking
up proofs on screen rather than paper during lockdowns, resist
attempts by senior management to insist that printing in Departments
should be permanently reduced in the future, given the negative
health effects of excessive screen time and the impact on colleagues
with disabilities or those on lower wages who have self-financed 
 printing in the absence of an allowance.
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Consider how to enshrine in future Departmental practice elements of
the pandemic that had a positive effect on teaching and research. For
example, the ability to attend research conferences and seminars
online has obvious benefits for those who might be excluded from in-
person research events because of caring responsibilities or
disabilities, as well as broadening participation in research and
research communities more widely. Likewise, students with
disabilities have found access to recorded, captioned lectures
transformative in terms of access. 
If the pandemic were to lead to future lockdowns or measures such as
the closure of schools, nurseries, or institutions that offer care,
ensure that you (i) communicate clearly to staff any University
policies or local arrangements that would allow for workload
adjustments in such circumstances; (ii) proactively reach out to staff
to understand their circumstances and offer support, particularly if
staff have disabilities or caring responsibilities; (iii) filter information
from the University to avoid staff overload or confusion; (iv) advocate
for institutions to make decisions about online teaching in a timely
fashion so that staff can maximise preparation time; (v) make
opportunities for staff to socialise with each other, even if in-person
socialising is not possible; (vi) give staff at least occasional access to
their offices so that they can access e.g. books or materials needed for
teaching or research; (vii) ensure that staff have some ongoing access
to print library resources, whether by keeping libraries open or
making scanning available; (viii) lobby senior management to reduce
staff workload in meaningful ways e.g. reducing the number of
modules that are offered to students to ensure workload for staff is
possible; (ix) advocate for research extensions for staff on funded
projects where the pandemic will have an impact on the ability to
carry out research; (x) ensure that PhD students are given clear
information about e.g. extensions to their research funding or access
to emergency funding through Departmental communications, not just
through individual PhD supervisors; (xi) Ensure that student
employment contracts (for teaching or other activities, such as open-
day assistance) are honoured even if activities are cancelled or
postponed; (xii) create and maintain meaningful opportunities for
staff to maintain communication and contact with each other
remotely, to lessen the effects of isolation and alienation. 
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Facilitate the sharing of strategies to cope with ongoing changes to
the way we work caused by the pandemic, particularly with reference
to technological advances in teaching.
Be mindful that accommodations for students such as extensions that
are intended to balance their workload have a knock-on impact on the
workloads of both academic and professional services staff.
Ensure that Departments have meaningful and resourced Equality,
Diversity and Inclusion representation.

Lobby Universities to provide flexible accommodations for those
affected by Covid or Long Covid who may not have a linear pattern of
recovery nor consistent ability to work at the same intensity.
Lobby to introduce paid leave for victims and survivors of domestic
violence. 
Advocate for Institutions to provide periods of funded childcare, to
mitigate the impact on parents and carers’ ability to conduct research.
Push for Universities to provide meaningful wellbeing measures and
mental health support that staff can actually access. In particular,
ensure that any extra annual leave granted to staff in recognition of
the workload and stress of the pandemic can actually be taken. 
Lobby Universities to carry out a granular Equality Impact Assessment
of working practices during the pandemic.
Lobby Universities to provide guidelines and training on how to
assess statements concerning the impact of the pandemic during
recruitment, probation and promotion processes, and PhD
examinations. 
Push for individualised consideration of ‘return to campus’ guidance
for staff who have not yet returned to work in person, taking into
account mental health impacts, disabilities, and caring commitments,
rather than standardised approaches.
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