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Belonging within higher education benefits students, staff and institutions. 
The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated campus closures at short notice, 
with teaching and assessment moving online. Understanding the impact 
of this upon belonging from both staff and student perspectives, and 
exploring whether demographic or study characteristics have an impact, is 
needed to inform future educational provision. A bespoke questionnaire 
collecting quantitative and qualitative information was administered 
online to staff and students at a UK university with a strong widening 
participation focus. A total of 208 students and 71 academic staff 
responded.  Staff were significantly more likely than students to recognise 
belonging as important. Lockdown reduced feelings of belonging 
in both groups, and physical presence on campus was highlighted as 
important by both. Despite considerable diversity, student responses 
showed a high degree of homogeneity. Although advantages to future 
online teaching were identified by both staff and students, almost half 
of students disagreed that they would learn better if future teaching 
remained online. A greater proportion of staff identified teacher online 
presence and facilitating active learning as essential in helping students 
to belong, but what students consider essential in online teaching to 
enhance belonging is less clear from this data.
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Introduction and literature review

The rapid onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and the risks of 
transmission posed by usual social contact have resulted in 
unprecedented changes to global higher education, both in 
terms of scope and pace. The so-called ‘securitization’ of 
face-to-face education in an attempt to flatten the curve of 
Covid transmission and to support social distancing (Murphy, 
2020; Fauci et al., 2020), necessitated the movement of 
teaching online at short notice, the replacement of many 
assessments with online equivalents and cancellation 
of graduations. By mid-April 2020, an estimated 94% of 
learners enrolled in 200 countries were affected by school 
and college closures (UN, 2020). In the longer term, it is likely 
that much face-to-face teaching will be replaced with online 
provision, potentially impacting on both staff and student 
experiences. Emergency moves to online teaching are not 
unknown. Within the USA, damage as a result of Hurricane 
Katrina resulted in a semester of free online courses offered 
to affected students, the so-called ‘Sloan semester’ (Lorenzo, 
2008). The potential for spread of infection on university 
campuses through the multiple social networks students 
share both within and out of class is recognised (Weedon & 
Cornwell, 2020), and the provision of online classes is part of 
contingency US flu pandemic emergency planning for many 
institutions (Allen & Seaman, 2010). However, the extent 
and scope of COVID-19 are unprecedented, and its impact 
longer lasting.

Much of the writing so far on pedagogy and pandemic 
has focused on the financial implications for institutions 
(e.g Bolton & Hubble, 2020), and the efforts being made 
to support meaningful online provision (e.g. Bao, 2020; 
Crawford et al., 2020; Wyres & Taylor, 2020; Longhurst et 
al., 2020; Huddart et al., 2020). The challenges of moving, 
virtually overnight, to pedagogically sound online provision 
have been documented (e.g. Longhurst et al., 2020; Marinoni 
et al., 2020; Wyres & Taylor, 2020), as well as the additional 
challenges posed by meaningful vocational or creative 
provision online (e.g. Fowler-Watt et al., 2020; Longhurst 
et al., 2020). Advantages and disadvantages of the move 
to online teaching have also been outlined (Longhurst et 
al., 2020; Watermeyer et al., 2020). In all, an impressive 
data base detailing the effects of pandemic on pedagogy 
in different countries has been compiled (Butler-Henderson 
et al., 2020a; Crawford et al., 2020), although their quality 
is considered to be variable (Butler-Henderson et al., 
2020a,b). Although some writing has considered the impact 
on the mental health and wellbeing of staff and students 
(e.g. Sahu, 2020), little has focused on their experience and 
perceptions, caught up as they are in a very real human 
drama, experienced in the day-to-day life of an educational 
institution. How the pandemic may impact on perceptions 
of belonging for example, is unclear. Belonging, or social 
identity, is an important part of how we see ourselves 
(SIRC, 2007). Within the context of higher education, it is 
recognised as multi-dimensional and has been proposed to 
include four dimensions: social and academic engagement, 
surroundings and personal space (Ahn & Davis, 2019). It is 
known to positively impact upon student engagement and 
attainment (Hausman et al., 2009; Freeman et al., 2007), so 
enhancing feelings of belonging is important for educational 
institutions as well as individuals. The physical space of the 

campus affords students opportunities to meet each other 
and to develop and strengthen social relationships with each 
other and academic staff (Samura, 2018), which is intrinsic 
to developing a sense of belonging and a secure learner 
identity (Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Read et al., 2018). 

This project aimed to explore the perceptions of staff and 
students in light of the closure of the campus and the 
move to online provision, particularly with regard to their 
feelings of belonging, using a bespoke questionnaire to 
gather qualitative and quantitative data.  For context, the 
institution in which the data were gathered is a post-92 UK 
university with a widening participation focus and a diverse 
staff and student population. The theoretical frameworks 
within which this work are situated are the ‘Community of 
Inquiry’ model outlined by Garrison (2017) and Garrison et 
al (2000), and the four dimensions of belonging outlined by 
Ahn and Davis (2019). The ‘Community of Inquiry’ model 
suggests that three elements are required for meaningful 
online provision; namely teacher presence, social presence 
and cognitive presence. Ahn & Davis (2019) suggest 
that academic and social engagement, surroundings 
and personal space are all fundamental to belonging. 
Surroundings were fundamentally altered as a consequence 
of the pandemic, also impacting upon social and possibly 
academic engagement, while teacher presence in an online 
world will differ greatly from that offered on campus. We 
wish to explore these aspects and the impact on belonging 
of staff and students.

Methods

Questionnaires

Ethics approval for this project was obtained from the 
Faculty Research Ethics Committee. Bespoke questionnaires 
were developed for staff and students using Qualtrix XM 
to explore their experiences of emergency online teaching 
in the final two weeks of term. Their opinions regarding 
possible future online provision and the impact of this on 
feelings of belonging were also explored. Both qualitative 
and quantitative data were collected. Each questionnaire 
had one section collecting demographic and study/work 
information likely to impact upon perceptions of belonging. 
For students, this included age, gender, ethnicity, disability 
status, commuter status, living circumstances, whether or 
not they were first-in-family to university, year and mode of 
study. For staff, gender, ethnicity, disability status, mode of 
work, length of time spent working in higher education and 
level of teaching were collated.

Participants were asked whether belonging at university 
was important (yes, no, unsure, prefer not to say (PNS)), 
and to rate their personal sense of belonging and whether 
their feelings of belonging had changed since lockdown. 
Participants were asked to indicate whether being physically 
present at university was important for belonging. All three 
questions were rated using 5-point Likert rating scales (e.g. 
from ‘yes, very important’ to ‘not at all’).

With regard to the last two weeks of term when teaching 
moved online at short notice, staff and students were asked 
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to rate their levels of agreement with eight statements, four 
of which were negative and reverse coded.
 
With reference to future online provision, staff and 
students were asked to rate their levels of agreement with 
12 statements (seven of which were negative and reverse 
coded).  Participants were asked to indicate the extent to 
which different issues (e.g. poor information technology 
provision, caring responsibilities) would represent problems 
for them in the event of future online provision (using a 
3-point rating; ‘major problem’, ‘minor problem and ‘not a 
problem’). An example of the student questionnaire is shown 
in Appendix A, with reverse scored statements indicated by 
‘rev’.

Qualitative data including the advantages and disadvantages 
of online teaching, why belonging is important and training 
needs were collated using open text boxes. 

Administration of questionnaires

Questionnaires were generated using Qualtrics XM and 
administered online using personal email invitations with a 
link to the online questionnaire. They were sent to all under-
and postgraduate students (n=1400) and staff (n=259) 
within the Faculty of Science, Engineering & Computing, 
the largest university faculty), using institutional email lists. 
Questionnaires were available for 8 weeks and weekly email 
reminders were sent to both staff and students. 

Data analysis

Quantitative data were downloaded into Excel spreadsheets 
(Microsoft Office 2016) and coded for entry into SPSS (version 
26 IBM).  Perceptions of the importance of belonging,  levels 
of belonging prior to lockdown, changes to belonging since 
lockdown, whether physical space impacted upon belonging 
as well as levels of agreement with statements related to 
emergency and future online provision were all analysed by 
demographic and study/work characteristics using Kruskal 
Wallis tests adjusted for ties. If p<0.05, posthoc Dunn’s tests 
with Bonferroni adjustment were carried out. Reliability 
analysis were carried out on questions with multiple items 
using Cronbach’s alpha (Q18, 19, 22 & 26 for students and 
Q13, 14, 17 & 22 for staff).

In order to compare responses between staff and students 
to similar questions, chi-square tests were carried out 
using a cut-off p<0.05. Reliability analysis were carried out 
for groups of similar statements for staff and students. 
Qualitative data were collated, and basic thematic analysis 
carried out and descriptive data of the major themes and 
the number (%) of responses for each were derived.

Results

A total of 71 staff and 208 students participated, response 
rates of approximately 27% and 15% respectively. Gender 
participation differed by group; 63% of staff participants 
were male while 64% of student participants were female. 

Greater ethnic diversity was apparent in student compared 
with staff participants, in line with the widening participation 
agenda of the university. Up to 10% of participants declared 
a disability. Student participants from approximately 30 
different courses were represented (individual programmes 
of study are not shown). Participant demographics are 
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of staff (n=71) and 
student participants (n=208). Data is expressed as numbers 
(%).

¹One staff member (1.4%) & two students (1.0%) did not 
respond; one student (0.5%) gave gender as ‘other’; ²Five 
staff members (7.0%) & five students (2.4%) did not respond; 
³One staff member (1.4%) & four students (1.9%) did not 
respond.

The majority of staff participants worked full time and taught 
both under and postgraduate students, with more than half 
having worked in higher education for more than 15 years.  
Work characteristics of staff participants are shown in Table 
2. 

Table 2: Work characteristics of staff participants (n=71). 
Data is expressed as numbers (%).

¹Two (2.8%) did not respond; ²One (1.4%) did not respond.

Considerable diversity was apparent among the student 
participants. Just under half were aged 18-21 years, with 
one in five classed as a mature student (aged >25 years). All 
years of study were represented in study participants; the 
highest proportions derived from postgraduate students 
(26.0%) and Level 4 students (25.5%). The majority studied 
full time, and almost half were first-in-family to attend 
university. More than half spent at least 45 minutes travelling 
to the university, and approximately 40% indicated that they 
lived with other students, either in halls of residence or 
other accommodation. Study and additional demographic 
characteristic of student participants are shown in Table 3. 
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Table 3: Study and additional demographic characteristics of 
student participants (n=208). Data is expressed as numbers 
(%).

¹One student preferred not to state their age (0.5%); two 
students (1.0%) preferred not to state their year of study; 
three students preferred not to state if they were first-
in-family (1.4%); one student preferred not to state their 
commute time (0.5%) & one preferred not to give their 
accommodation type (0.5%).

In terms of belonging, significantly more staff than students 
thought that belonging at university was important (93.0% 
vs. 66.8% respectively; p<0.000). By contrast, significantly 
more students than staff were unsure if belonging was 
important (20.2% vs. 2.8% respectively; p<0.000). 

Significantly more students than staff felt they belonged 
‘a lot’ at the university prior to lockdown (26.0% vs. 0.0% 
respectively; p<0.000). However significantly more staff 
felt totally at home prior to the lockdown (47.9% vs. 15.9% 
respectively; p<0.000). Sense of belonging was found to be 
reduced in both staff and students after lockdown. Both  
populations felt that being physically present on campus 
mattered in terms of belonging; a greater proportion of 
students than staff thought it was very important (48.6% vs. 
38.0%; NS); but significantly more staff than students thought 
that it was a bit important (32.4% vs. 14.4%, p<0.000). Full 
data on belonging is shown in Table 4.

In terms of the rapid emergency move to online teaching in 
the last weeks of term, the structure of online classes was a 
useful coping mechanism for both staff and students (46.5% 
vs. 32.2% respectively; NS). Approximately one in five staff 
and student participants preferred online to face to face 
provision (NS), and over a third of students found online 
classes during lockdown reassuring. However almost half of 
students disagreed that they learned better online than in 
face-to-face teaching, and a preference for being physically 
present in class as opposed to online classes was expressed 
in both staff and students (52.1% vs. 43.3% respectively; 
NS). Positive aspects of the emergency online provision are 

Table 4: Perceptions of belonging at university, its importance 
and the impact of physical presence on campus, among staff 
and student participants. Data is expressed as numbers (%).

¹One staff member (1.4%) & seven (3.4%) students gave 
no response; ²40 (19.2%) students gave no response; ³39 
students (18.8%) students gave no response; ⁴One staff 
member (1.4%) & ten students (4.8%) gave no response.

shown in Table 5a, while negative aspects are shown in Table 
5b.

Table 5a: Positive impacts of emergency online provision in 
staff and students. Data are expressed as numbers (%).

¹40 students (19.2%) did not respond to this question; ²41 
students (19.7%) did not respond to this question

Students were more likely to agree that they did not know 
what was happening or where to go for help; by contrast 
significantly more staff than students disagreed to the 
same enquiry  (56.3% vs. 33.2%; p<0.000).  Approximately 
one in five staff and students struggled with inadequate 
online provision; no significant differences between staff 
and students were seen. Over a third of staff and just over 
a quarter of students found it difficult to cope with online 
learning due to their home issues (e.g. childcare; p=0.06).
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Table 5b: Negative impacts of emergency online provision in 
staff and students. Data are expressed as median with IQR 
and means with standard deviations (x̅ (SD))¹.

¹Five point Likert rating scale from strongly agree (1) to 
strongly disagree (5); ²40 (19.2%) did not respond; ³43 
students (20.7%) did not respond; ⁴42 students (20.2%) did 
not respond

With regard to future online provision, almost two thirds of 
staff indicated that developing a relationship with students 
would be a major problem. The majority of both staff and 
students agreed that online provision would be at least a 
minor problem in terms of meeting with other academic 
staff/ their friends (87.3% vs. 66.4% respectively; p=0.12). 
Similarly, for 54.9% of staff and 43.8% of students, a major 
problem would be missing meeting other academic staff/
their friends (p=0.25). Data are shown in Table 6.

Table 6: Perceived social impacts of moving to online 
provision according to staff and students. Data is expressed 
as medians with interquartile range (IQR)1 & means with 
standard deviations (x̅ (SD)).

¹Data collected as major problem (2), minor problem (1) & 
not a problem (0); ²42 students (20.2%) did not respond; ³44 
students (21.2%) did not respond

In terms of what would help them belong if future provision 
were online, 86% of staff and 60.1% of students identified 
hearing the lecturer’s voice as either essential or helping 
a lot. Significantly more staff than students thought this 

was essential (59.2% vs. 29.8%; p<0.000). Seeing the 
lecturer online was identified as essential by a significantly 
greater proportion of staff than students (50.7% vs. 21.6% 
respectively; p<0.000). Taking part in online quizzes was 
identified as essential by 22.5% of staff and 17.8% of students, 
while 42.3% of staff and 30.3% of students thought they 
would help a lot (p=0.08). Similarly, a greater proportion of 
staff than students identified participating in online activities 
as being essential (35.2% vs. 15.4% respectively; p<0.000) 
or helping a lot (45.1% vs. 25.5% respectively; p<0.000). By 
contrast, significantly more students than staff felt it would 
not help at all (20.2% vs. 2.8% respectively; p<0.000).
 
Significantly more staff than students thought that pre-
recorded lectures would help a little (50.7% vs. 16.3% 
respectively; p<0.000), a similar proportion thought they 
would help a lot and there were no significant differences 
in the proportion of staff and students who thought they 
would be essential (9.9% and 25.5% respectively; p=0.41). 
Data are shown in Table 7.

Table 7: What would help aid belonging in an online world? 
Perceptions of staff and students. Data expressed as median 
(IQR).

¹Data scored as essential (4), would help a lot (3), would help 
a little (2), would not help at all (1)

Was sense of belonging impacted upon by student 
demographics?
There were no differences in perception of the importance of 
belonging by demographic (age, gender, ethnicity, disability, 
commuting status, first-in-family or living situation) or study 
characteristics (level or mode of study). Similarly, there 
were no effects of demographic or study characteristics 
on personal sense of belonging before lockdown, feelings 
that belonging had changed since lockdown or opinions on 
whether physical presence on campus was important for a 
sense of belonging (data not shown). 

Looking at potential future online delivery and whether 
home issues would make it difficult, age had a significant 
impact (x² 8.04, df 3, p<0.05). Posthoc analysis showed that 
older students were significantly more likely to indicate this 
to be a major problem (p<0.05). 
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Qualitative data

Belonging was recognised as important by both staff and 
students and related to motivation and attainment in 
both. Reducing loneliness and supporting mental health 
through connection with others was mentioned by students, 
whereas for staff feeling part of a community with shared 
goals was described. For both groups, an increased sense 
of detachment as a result of the lockdown was apparent. 
The importance of social aspects of learning and working 
was highlighted by both groups. Both groups highlighted 
the loss of the commute, flexibility and convenience of 
online teaching as potential advantages, while loss of the 
immediacy and spontaneity of face-to-face sessions were 
disadvantages. Student responses are shown in Table 8 and 
those of staff in Table 9. 

Table 8: Main themes from student qualitative responses. 

For staff, working online from home as most were forced to 
do, resulted in a blurring of the lines between work and home.  
An increased workload as a result of emergency changes to 
teaching, assessment and the loss of demarcation between 
work and home was highlighted with some staff feeling that 
their efforts were neither recognised nor appreciated.

Table 9: Main themes from staff qualitative responses.
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Reliability analysis

For multi-item questions, levels of reliability were generally 
high, particularly within the student questionnaires and for 
staff: student comparisons.

Table 10: Reliability analysis for similar items within the 
student and staff questionnaires, and for similar questions in 
student compared with staff questionnaires. Data expressed 
as Cronbach’s alpha.

Discussion

The main findings of this study related to the recognition of 
the importance of belonging, the strong sense of belonging 
felt by both staff and students, and to the impact of online 
teaching on social aspects of learning, namely relationships 
with staff and peers. Both staff and students expressed 
concern about the difficulty of forming relationships 
virtually. However, while staff could see the benefit of 
establishing their social presence online using their voices 
and faces, and encouraging active engagement of students 
using online quizzes and interactive sessions, students were 
less likely to perceive the benefits of such approaches. The 
move from the physical campus and the associated changes 
to surroundings and social engagement (Ahn & Davis, 
2019), and the alterations to teacher presence (Garrion, 
2017; Garrison et al 2000), were all issues highlighted by our 
participants.

Despite considerable diversity among participants in terms 
of demographic and study/work characteristics, overall 
there was remarkable homogeneity in their responses. A 
large proportion of both staff and students agreed that 
belonging was important, although students were less 
sure about this. Staff clearly recognised the importance of 
belonging and their qualitative data related it to motivation 
and attainment, explicitly linking benefits to the individual 
and to the institution. The literature supports this, linking 
students’ engagement and attainment positively with a 
sense of belonging (Hausman et al., 2009; Freeman et al., 
2007). In staff, enhanced work satisfaction was associated 
with opportunities for contact with students and other 
staff (Szromek & Wolniak, 2010), which relates to the social 
dimension of belonging described by Ahn & Davis (2019). 
This data suggests that it is important to help students 
develop a sense of belonging and to understand the benefits 
of a sense of community, and to enhance belonging in staff. 

Generally, less attention is paid in the literature to belonging 
in staff and what may facilitate that. ‘Belonging’ for staff may 
be represented by the degree of alignment between the 
role within the organisation and the personal needs of the 
employee (Brion, 2015), and similarly to students, belonging 
in staff results in a feeling of acceptance, inclusion and 
identity (Generation Schools Network, 2019). In secondary 
schools, teachers with a strong sense of belonging are 
more likely to develop stronger connections with students 
than those without (O’Brennan et al., 2017). In schools, the 
relationships between staff members feed into the culture 
and ethos of the school and thus have a major impact on 
student achievement (Barth, 2006). There is no reason to 
suppose it would be different in higher education, and in 
university students, relationships with academic staff are 
highly valued both as part of student belonging (Dwyer, 
2017), and as a marker of institutional quality (Dicker et al., 
2017, 2018). Ensuring that relationships may be nurtured 
without face-to-face contact will be a challenge, especially 
for new students starting in September with whom entirely 
new relationships need to be formed.

Personal sense of belonging (feeling totally at home) 
was significantly higher in staff than students, perhaps 
unsurprising given that 52% of staff respondents had 
worked in higher education for at least 15 years. However, 
significantly more students than staff had a strong sense 
of belonging and this did not differ by demographic or 
study characteristics. This is positive in such a diverse 
student group, given the literature which suggests that 
atypical students find it more difficult to develop a sense 
of belonging and legitimacy within higher education (Reay, 
2010; Wainwright & Marandet, 2010; Waite, 2013; O’Shea, 
2015, 2016; Southall et al., 2016). Both staff and students 
in this study felt that being physically present on campus 
mattered in terms of belonging; and both groups reported 
a reduction in their sense of belonging since lockdown, 
when the campus closed and teaching and learning was 
forced to move online. This is unsurprising; seismic changes 
to the structure of the day, physical environment in which 
individuals worked and ability to socialise occurred at very 
short notice within an environment of widespread fear.

Mixed satisfaction with the current teaching and supervision 
arrangements made by the institution was expressed by 
our participants. Almost half of the student participants 
disagreed that they would learn better online than face-to-
face, which bodes ill for the new semester. What will be put 
in place and how teaching and learning will be managed 
must be clearly communicated to students, more than 
quarter of whom in this study agreed that they did not 
know what was happening or where to go for help when 
teaching and learning first went online in March. This 
may have been in part a reaction to the sudden change 
in provision from that which was expected. Nonetheless, 
such altered arrangements in higher education provision 
were justified; although young people such as students 
are not thought to be personally at high risk from severe 
symptoms of COVID-19, the risk to others of community 
transmission especially from asymptomatic carriers is high 
(Kluge, 2020). The university campus is no stranger to 
outbreaks of illness; so-called ‘Freshers flu’ is common in 
UK institutions each new academic year (Gatherer, 2015). 
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Young people typically move away from home, mixing 
socially and academically with a wide and diverse group, 
and living together in communal housing. Their eating 
behaviours, sleeping patterns, physical activity levels and 
use of alcohol often deviate from recommendations (Dodd 
et al., 2010).  As such, they are recognised as being at high 
risk from conditions such as meningococcal disease and are 
a group prioritised for vaccination against it in the UK (PHE, 
2019; Hagell, 2017). COVID-19 is different however, in that 
the closure of university campuses was largely undertaken 
to protect others, to reduce community transmission at a 
time when whole populations were asked to make huge 
sacrifices to protect those at high risk. How and when 
institutions may safely reopen is unclear, but it is a topic 
with which we should engage. The difficulties of democratic 
engagement in ‘desecuritization’ of education have been 
highlighted (Murphy, 2020), and qualitative feedback from 
some staff in this project noted the disenfranchisement they 
felt, seeing themselves reduced to producers of educational 
materials dictated to by senior leadership, rather than active 
participants in decision-making. A longer-term victim of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on higher education may be this 
detachment of dedicated academics from their institutions 
because of the emergency decision-making mechanisms 
utilised within their institutions. We would suggest this risk is 
important and should be recognised and mitigated against; 
the greatest resource any higher education institution has is 
its people.

An important question is how a sense of belonging may be 
instilled and maintained if teaching remains online, which 
appears increasingly likely at least into the start of the next 
academic year. It is clear that the development of social 
relationships with students and staff, is an intrinsic part 
of belonging, for both groups. Interpersonal relationships 
including those with peers are important determinants of 
belonging in students (Katanis, 2000; Johnson, 2012; Read 
et al., 2018; Meehan & Howells, 2019), and the potential 
negative impact of the pandemic on relationships has 
also been highlighted by others (Longhurst et al., 2020). 
Developing relationships is easier on campus where 
informal and spontaneous face-to-face contacts with others 
are possible (Tinto, 1993; Simpson, 2003; Strayhorn, 2012). 
How this sense of connection may be facilitated in an online 
environment is less clear (Fowler-Watt et al., 2020), but 
belonging will only be possible if individuals feel cared for 
(Matheson & Sutcliffe, 2017), and compassion should be at 
the heart of pedagogy (Auerbach & Hall, 2020). Designing 
opportunities to enable collaboration, as well as offering 
assessment tasks which encourage structured online social 
interaction have both been suggested as important (Thomas 
et al., 2017), allowing students to become and feel part of a 
community of learners (Garrison, 2017; Garrison et al., 2000). 
Participants in this study were asked to rate the importance 
of active learning opportunities and teacher presence online 
in facilitating belonging in students. Approaches to establish 
a social presence online (e.g. seeing the lecturer or hearing 
their voice), and taking part in online activities and quizzes 
were all identified as essential to encourage belonging by 
a greater proportion of staff than students. Others have 
shown that students are reluctant to use microphones and 
to actively engage online (Kedraka & Kaltsidis, 2020), and 
it has been suggested that different personality types may 

find the switch to online learning more difficult (McNulty 
et al., 2006). Although guidance to enhance student 
engagement online in response to the pandemic have 
been produced (e.g. Bao, 2020) or in online teaching more 
generally (e.g. Fiock, 2020), exactly what students consider 
essential in online teaching to help them belong is not clear 
and evaluation of any strategies used including synchronous 
(McBrien & Jones, 2009) and asynchronous sessions, should 
be undertaken. 

While our participants recognised many of the potential 
advantages of online teaching, it is important that the 
difference between provision of emergency online sessions 
virtually overnight, and the longer term move to online or 
blended teaching is recognised. Even within the emergency 
scenario, when it might be assumed that students would 
recognise the extraordinary efforts being made by staff and 
institutions, mixed responses to online teaching provision 
in both this project and others have been shown (Adusei 
Amoah & Moh, 2020; Kedraka & Kaltsidis, 2020). It is likely 
that students will have high expectations of the provision 
in the new academic year, in particular since UK tuition fees 
have not been lowered in response to the pandemic (Hubble 
& Bolton, 2020). Students will also perceive that staff have 
had months to prepare for such provision, but institutions 
may fail to recognise the extra time, support and resource 
required to produce excellent active online learning.  
Increased workload was identified as an issue by several staff 
in this study, even before the development of new blended 
learning resources, and difficulties in separating work and 
home lives when working at home were highlighted, similar 
to other studies (Watermeyer et al., 2020; Longhurst et al., 
2020). The dedication of staff should be acknowledged and 
rewarded, and a great deal of support in the new academic 
year will be needed by both staff and students. 

Potential advantages of online learning include greater 
access and opportunity especially for those with 
long commutes or who struggle to manage multiple 
responsibilities (Muse, 2003; Simpson, 2003; Karalis & 
Raikou, 2020; Longhurst et al., 2020), and these were also 
identified by our participants. However, it is not a given that 
inequalities in education will be reduced by online learning 
and in fact they may be exacerbated (Farhadi, 2019). Digital 
divide has been highlighted as a particular concern (Sahu, 
2020; UNESCO, 2020), and technical issues may impact on 
student engagement (Wimpenny & Savin-Baden, 2013; Ilgaz 
& Gὔlbahar, 2015). In addition, some online tasks (e.g. online 
discussions), may feel alien to some (Whittaker, 2015), and will 
need to be clearly explained to students as will signposting 
to additional support. Our participants highlighted concerns 
such as inadequate information technology provision or 
internet access, and a total reliability on online provision 
would only be of benefit to those who could access it. Nor are 
these just an issue for students; difficulties with inadequate 
information technology resources were identified in similar 
proportions of staff and students in this study. Both groups 
expressed concerns about the impact of online teaching on 
social relationships, as well as the possibility that face-to-
face teaching will be more suitable for some sessions, and 
both expressed a preference for face-to-face teaching. This 
has also been found in other studies (Karalis & Raikou, 2020; 
Longhurst et al., 2020). A blended learning approach in which 



Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.3 No.2 (2020) 9

online and face-to-face sessions are integrated (Garrison & 
Kanuka, 2004), would help ensure that staff and students 
could form relationships and a community of learning, while 
managing social distancing requirements. Where possible, 
incorporating a mixture of synchronous and asynchronous 
online teaching would enhance flexibility for staff and 
students, while allowing both maximum opportunities to 
develop and maintain relationships.

This study is relatively small and was carried out in a 
single institution. Nonetheless participants were diverse in 
demographic and study/work characteristics, and many of 
the findings are similar to those of other studies, suggesting 
that our findings may be generalised beyond our institution. 
From a practical perspective we would suggest:

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Using a mix of asynchronous and synchronous 
learning so that safety of staff and students is 
maximised but both teacher and social presence 
are possible;

Enhancing teacher presence using audio and 
video facilities; 

Encouraging active student engagement with 
clearly communicated ‘netiquette’ guidance;

Allowing those who find online engagement 
more difficult to participate at their own pace (e.g. 
using chat functions);

Ensuring that clear guidance is given to students, 
so that they understand how and why they may 
participate, as well as what asynchronous tasks 
they need to complete, and by when;

Evaluating all aspects of online teaching and 
learning to understand which aspects are more 
or less successful, and the possible impact of 
demographic or learner characteristics in order to 
inform the literature;

We would also encourage engagement within and 
between institutions to enable academics to form 
supportive collaborations as well as to develop 
and share resources.

The COVID-19 pandemic has placed enormous strain on 
staff, students and managers in higher education, but it 
may also represent an opportunity to incorporate mixed 
methods into teaching and learning, to maximise student 
involvement and participation in their own learning (Fiock, 
2020; Longhurst et al., 2020; Peters et al., 2020). It may also 
be an opportunity for academics and institutions to work 
collaboratively, and to gain new digital skills (Longhurst et 
al., 2020). While necessary change in higher education may 
be encouraged, effective blended learning will not be as 
simple as putting lecture notes online. Time, support and 
resources will be needed to enable optimal teaching and 
learning, and evaluation of all approaches used including 
their impact on staff and student experience will be needed. 

Funding: No funding was received for this work.
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