Education Network Forum: Face to Face Teaching 
Online Meeting, 19th November 2020

Introduction from the Education Officers

Leah Martindale (PG Education Officer) and David Ion (UG Education Officer) began the forum with an overview of the SU Officer team’s work and changing positions regarding face to face teaching during TB1, leading up to and including the 4 week national lockdown in November 2020.
· At the start of TB1 the Officer team were pushing for more face to face teaching, with the aim of there being an equitable amount across all students, as some student had quite a bit of face to face teaching, and other hardly any at all.
· This stance was unpopular with PGRs who teach and academic staff. The Officer team also began hearing from taught students that some in person teaching was not working for some/all students. This was due to low attendance, the staff having to divide their time and teaching between students in the room and students online, and Covid restrictions (such as social distancing and face coverings) making engagement and discussion difficult. Academic staff were also very worried about their safety.
· As a result, the Officer team moved to a position that responsibility should be devolved to programmes to decide, in consultation with students, whether teaching should be online or in person – and prepared to lobby the University for this.
· Then the national lockdown was announced. The Officer team had to move quickly in order to be able to influence the University’s decision. The Officer team based their decision on student feedback and evidence about the nature of Covid transmissions. In the context of a national lockdown the officer team didn’t feel they could support in person teaching across the board and so called for non-essential in-person teaching to be moved online during the period of national lockdown.

(In this context, “non-essential” does not refer to teaching that is essential to your course, but to teaching that is essential to be held in-person, e.g. labs or practical teaching that could not be conducted effectively online.)
David and Leah acknowledged that some students were unhappy that the Officer team did not consult directly with students on this decision. The reason for this was that the Officer team felt there was a very narrow window in which they might be able to influence the University’s actions, so there was limited consultation that they were able to do. The Officer team recognise it is something some students felt frustrated with. They are now creating several opportunities for a range of students to contribute to the discussion on the Officer team’s position on face to face teaching going forwards, such as this forum and debating a motion at Student Council (26th Nov). 
Leah and David concluded that the main message is the Officer team are not against face to face teaching, but against non-essential face to face teaching in the context of a national lockdown. The team’s focus has mostly been on improving the educational quality for everyone, not pushing for teaching to move online. 
Leah and David then opened the forum for discussion. The Officer team want this discussion today to inform our position going forwards.

Questions and Discussion

Summary of some key points:
· Some participants voiced that they had disagreed with the Officers’ position on face-to-face teaching during lockdown. Reasons included:
· Students on their course were enjoying face to face teaching
· No face-to-face teaching was having a negative impact on student mental health
· Some participants raised concerns about amount of consultation the Officer team undertook to make the decision and said they thought there should have been more. The forum discussed ways officers could consult with the student body. These included: forums such as this one, continuing to consult with Senior Reps, surveys, focus groups and a referendum.
· Some students discussed existing and ongoing issues they were experiencing with blended learning including:
· Online sessions over running due to technical difficulties, causing as issue when you have back-to-back sessions
· In person teaching feeling “odd” and not productive when you have very little of it, as there’s a lot to figure out
· Asynchronous teaching not feel comparable to synchronous teaching – even though they were being told it should be comparable
· Some students shared examples where they felt online teaching was going really well on their course

Discussion notes in full:
· A participant asked how the Officer team are planning to respond to similar circumstances in the future and said students would appreciate increased transparency. 
The Officers said they planned to communicate their thinking/processes of coming to decisions more immediately so that students can understand how their positions are developed. They acknowledged it is important to continue being open and communicating frequently with senior student representatives. 

· A participant commented that they disagreed with the Officer’s position on face to face teaching during lockdown as everyone in their cohort was enjoying the in-person teaching. Another concern they had about the statement was that it seemed to make the assumption that all students had a home they would be able to travel to and that was productive for learning, which is not the case. 
The Officers acknowledged this point and explained the SU is definitely considering those students who will be remaining on campus and pushing for more support for them. They apologised if the statement did not appropriately convey this, and reassured the participant that they want to be champions for and represent those students who won’t be able to leave campus over the break.

· A participant encouraged the Education Officers to continue to work as much as possible with the Faculty Reps, and also with the wider Education Network. They then asked why was “non-essential” teaching not online anyway.
The Officers explained that Schools were responsible for designing what of their teaching would be online and what would be in-person. This led to inconsistency at the start of TB1 where some students had lots of in-person teaching, and others had very little.
They also confirmed that they do communicate with the Faculty Reps regularly and their input was a big part of coming to the previous position about devolving the decision about moving teaching online to schools and programmes. 

· A participant asked what is the situation since the Officer team’s statement on face to face teaching during the lockdown?
The Officers updated that since then the government has said all teaching should move online from the 9th December. As a result, the Officers are now thinking about what this means for students who’s teaching cannot move online. The team will also have more scope to influence the university’s decision making process in TB2 and they’re considering going back to their previous position where schools could, in consultation with their students, agree to move more teaching online. 

· A PGT participant raised that as someone who had very little in-person teaching, it meant the little they had felt odd and not very productive. They also raised that an issue with online teaching they’re experiencing is sessions over running because of technical issues, and so disrupting timetabled sessions that are close together. 
Another participant agreed that they often have to leave sessions early to get to their next one when they are back to back and sessions overrun. 

· A participant raised that, as a first year, the asynchronous 'comparable' online learning very much does not feel 'comparable'. If there was more parity, then it would not feel like there was so much pressure to come to the in-person things. As it is currently, it feels like you are seriously missing out by not having in-person teaching.
The Officers agreed that they have heard that the asynchronous system is not working for everyone in the Arts faculty. They explained that they are working with the university to make sure solutions aren’t just more asynchronous teaching and working against “asynchronous dumping”. They are pushing for more asynchronous structure so it is easier for students to engage with.

· A participant asked if the Officers had considered the implications of the blended learning offer for international students with these measures? Many feel “scammed” and are incurring travel and accommodation fees.
The Officers agreed that they feel international students are having a particularly difficult time, coming further to Bristol and sometimes getting not a lot of face to face teaching. This is one of the main reasons the Officers will be pushing for a fee refund for students.
Additionally, they explained they had met with Thangam Debbonarie and Michelle Donelan and asked them to lobby the government to allow international students to be able to get home safely where possible. 

· A participant asked if the Officers/SU had any plans to try to increase the number of people participating in surveys and whether they could run any additional means to collect feedback such as focus groups? 
The Officers explained they wanted to be careful and not contribute to survey fatigue for students, but confirmed that so far, we had really positive response rates to our surveys this year.
They also encouraged students to share on surveys to their friends and peers that they thought were important and encourage them to engage and shape the SU’s work.
They also said this is where the Course Rep system become invaluable – they cannot effectively survey 26,000 students for every decision, but it has been invaluable having course reps to help feedback for the students they represent. 

· One participant commented that their course (MSC in Stem Cells and Regeneration) is mostly online anyway and is designed to work around students working as well. Could course leaders consult with course leaders that are already running online courses well? 
The Officers said they would pass this idea on to the University and to the newly in post Student Digital Champions. They also said they knew that there was a staff digital training course on Blackboard at the start of this term.

· A participant commented that they also did not agree with the officer position on face to face teaching during lockdown. The SU needs to also consider the mental health aspect, which is also a risk. “I’m essentially in prison with 4 other people.”
The Officers confirmed that they are actively thinking about the mental health issues and that the SU is putting a lot of support and resources into out student groups and societies. However, they also must consider the mental health of students who physically cannot come to campus and access any in person teaching, and the mental health and wellbeing of PGRs who teach.

· A participant asked why the Officers are not holding a referendum to ask students what they want regarding face to face teaching. 
The Officers said that they had considered a referendum because they know the decision is divisive. However, they thought that putting it to a yes/no decision at one specific point in time might be reductive and might not be as useful as what they can get from a space like this forum or Student Council.

· A participant raised a concern that if the Officers pushed for a equitable level of teaching this would potentially mean some students are receiving less in person teaching than they are now, to bring them down to an agreed level and make it “fair”.
The Officers explained that their intention was very much to get those who have very little in-person teaching more rather than asking students who have quite a lot to have less. 

· A participant raised that they were personally finding the change over to online learning quite pleasant. Everything so far has worked almost flawlessly. (MSc Data Science). 

Comments from participants in the comments section
· One participant wrote in the comments: I believe lowering tuition fees is difficult due to academic and administrative staff working just as much (if not more) online and still teaching the same amount of content. Instead, I would push for more f2f opportunities in TB2 to make rent for international students more worthwhile.

· Another participant wrote in the comments: As an international student, paying for an online course was not what I signed up for. Last year most of our teaching was impacted by strikes and then the pandemic is affecting the majority of our teaching now. I understand that the academic and administrative staff have the right to strike and shouldn’t be affected by lowering the tuition fee, but this experience is not what we wanted to pay for.

· A participant wrote in the comments: The TB2 issue is slightly complicated - with the intention to maintain equity, but simultaneously allow more devolution, these feel mutually exclusive to some extent… Uni policy I’ve come across most recently is mandating 2-3 hrs per person per week (which is going to be difficult for some Schools), hence would favour devolution. But this will of course lead to variation in what each School does. The Uni have found themselves in a catch-22 of we need in-person so we can charge fees but also we need to be online to protect staff, students and general public. SU will need to tread carefully to make sure we don’t get into a catch-22 between devolution and equity.

· Another participant wrote: With things moving online, the scope and content of exams for some courses have been reduced and some modules have pass/fail lab-based work in Engineering department. The lab work also has moved online with reduced hands-on / practical experience. Hence, with the reduction in examinable content and no f2f teaching, most of the international students feel tuition fees high. Hoping at least labs will open up for conducting experiments and get some practical experience in TB-2.


· Another participant commented: Fully agree mental health absolutely needs to be supported

· One participant commented: A referendum can’t make a decision on something as fast moving as this

· Another participant commented: I agree [with] the need to poll the student body to make representative opinions, especially after receiving backlash for not doing so before


· Another participant added: Just to be clear I don’t want to sound like I’m in favour of everyone’s courses going online, I just think if they are going to be partially online for the time being they should be well run and supportive to students

· Another participant added: I think a yes/no referendum might be too general given how many different contexts people are studying in and variation between courses and personal situations, it wouldn't be able to accommodate all the different reasonings and versions of in-person/online people want


· Another participant added: [The Education Officers/Faculty Reps] are our elected representatives, I agree more could’ve been done within the consultation as expressed earlier but we also have to allow the people we elected last March to do their jobs

· One participant added: Most of my course are happy with in-person teaching as I said and disagreed with the decision to lobby the University to move everything online - my Faculty Rep was consulted by the SU but I wasn't as a Course Rep - important to note that since a meeting between my Faculty Rep and the Course Reps, they have changed their mind and are now on the side of the Course Reps who do want in-person teaching after hearing our views. 


· Another participant agreed with the above comment: I agree…, the course reps should have been consulted. As many people in many courses are unhappy with online teaching and want F2F. I strongly believe that ALL SU consultations' process need to be changed ASAP to include as many people as possible    

· One student commented: I'm a course rep for a PGT MSc, we're been completely online all term but we weren't told this would be the case until the timetable was released. We've been doing a survey of our peers and it's really come across that people would love to have something in person. Most of us are new to Bristol so we don't know anyone and many of us live alone or with people we don't really know, so I think there's a big problem with loneliness and feeling isolated building. We're not asking for loads of f2f at all, but I think my course would really appreciate having something in person because online is so much lonelier, as well as some issues with online learning. Also how do we fit into this equitable f2f learning policy, given we haven't had anything in person? It feels like we've been ignored because no communications mention students that haven't been given any in person teaching.
Tuition fees re-fund campaign:
The Officers briefly gave an overview of their plans regarding the tuition fee refund campaign. A few comments were taken from the participants, however as the forum ran out of time it was agreed a separate Education Network Forum would be held on tuition fee refund campaign feedback.

