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Abstract
The report analyses the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on higher education in Poland
and the UK. The research consists of two parts: desk research of the changes introduced by
the universities to facilitate further learning and development of the students in response to the
Covid-19 related restrictions. Secondly, the analysis of the survey reveals the changes in students’
sense of belonging to their universities. We believe the two matters are highly interconnected and
becoming acquainted with the circumstances surrounding the students can help in understanding
the factors influencing their feelings about their connection to the university. The findings
reveal that despite the efforts of the universities’ authorities, students rarely feel as a part of the
community. Even though their academic results have not worsened, the general satisfaction from
learning significantly decreased due to lack of in-person contacts.
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Introduction
In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, university students were pushed to vastly change
their lifestyles. Due to the restrictions imposed by the governments and the need to align with
social distancing rules, they had to almost instantly adapt to the new reality which is often far
from what they expected from their time at the university. Many aspects of students’ lives have
been affected by the outburst of the Coronavirus disease including their learning conditions,
contact with their peers and academic teachers as well as networking and careers researching
opportunities.
In this report, we want to draw attention to the topic of students’ decreased sense of
belonging to universities. We believe it is a major issue faced by most students – many of them not
knowing how detrimental this might be for their further study, work experience and relationships
with other students. We want to depict how students actually perceive the sense of belonging,
how meaningful it is to them and how it relates to what they consider as important in the matter
of higher education. To this end we present the results of our analysis of the survey on the sense
of belonging conducted among the students of four universities.
Beforehand, we present the results of our desk research of the changes introduced by
the universities to facilitate further learning and development of the students in response to
the Covid-19 related restrictions. We believe the two matters are highly interconnected and
becoming acquainted with the circumstances surrounding the students can help in understanding
the factors influencing their feelings about their connection to the university.
We aim to create a thorough analysis of the situation of university students during the
Covid-19 pandemic, to contribute to understanding of the issue and to trigger a discussion that
could lead to beneficial changes at institutions of higher education.
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1. Chapter: Universities
1.1.

Introduction

In the first chapter of our research we focus on examining how SGH Warsaw School of
Economics (in Polish: Szkoła Główna Handlowa w Warszawie, hereafter: SGH), University of
Warsaw (Uniwersytet Warszawski or UW), The London School of Economics and Political Science
(LSE) and King’s College London (KCL) responded to the restrictions following the outburst of
COVID-19 pandemic.
We decided to examine these four universities because of similarities in their location,
whilst they are all in the capital cities, they share a similar academic orientation. Both SGH and
LSE are business and social science schools, while University of Warsaw and King’s College are
big, well-renowned universities offering a very wide range of courses in nearly all fields of science.
Finally, we wanted to compare the leading universities in Poland and in the UK, as our focus
group is Polish students. We then hope that the differences in the students’ sense of belonging
to the university that we examine in the second chapter will be less influenced by the differences
in the universities themselves and that we will be able to relate those differences to the specific
measures taken by the universities.

1.2.

Research Objectives

The primary objective of this chapter is to examine how the COVID-19 pandemic
impacted the functioning of the selected universities in London and in Warsaw. We hope that the
following paragraphs will shed some light on measures, which were undertaken by the educational
institutions in order to ensure undisturbed operation of the key university services.
This part of the report can be also perceived as a broad introduction to the second chapter
of the study, in which results of the satisfaction survey, conducted among students of the four
universities, are presented in detail. We believe that becoming familiar with ‘technical’ solutions
implemented by each university allows for better understanding of students’ opinion regarding
online education.

1.3.

Methodology & Sources

London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE)
Starting with LSE, we utilised secondary quantitative and qualitative research methods.
Our data collection strategy used publicly available information from the university’s website,
statements, and public statistics; in addition, the LSE has also provided us with further data after we
contacted them through email and telephone. Lastly, our data was supported by publicly available
Back to contents

9

The impact of COVID-19 on higher education in Poland and the United Kingdom

information from the British government. Our study takes the form of descriptive research.
King’s College London (KCL)
Similarly to LSE, we also utilised secondary quantitative and qualitative research methods.
We relied on publicly available data supplemented by specific information provided by the university
through private communication. Main sources to assess changes in King’s College London were
taken from official websites and email correspondence. Vice-Principal announcements were
particularly informative for the purposes of evaluating current organisational changes due to the
pandemic. The Students’ Union and the Careers Center also shared some valuable information via
email. Additionally, we requested information under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (“the
Act”) and acquired data about the number of students, admission rates and exam results for the
academic years of 2019/20 and 2020/21.
University of Warsaw (UW)
The information regarding the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the functioning of
the University of Warsaw (UW) was gathered from various sources. Our starting point for the
data collection process was the University webpage and a special platform University of Warsaw
Monitor1, where University resolutions are published. We obtained further information by direct
interaction with the representatives of: the UW Admissions and Careers Offices, and individual
departments.
Warsaw School of Economics (SGH)
For the purposes of the part of the report concerning the SGH Warsaw School of Economics we
gathered information from the Bulletin of Public Information2, where the edicts of the Rector of
SGH and the resolutions of the SGH Senate are publicly available. We analysed the data shared by
the university in the SGH Magazine – the university newspaper, and via the SGH website. Reports
concerning the quality of distant learning in the summer term 2019/20 published by the SGH
Team for the Quality of Teaching and Learning Management (2020) were also a substantial source
of knowledge for the analysis. Additionally, we sourced information from the ‘Distant learning
as seen by SGH students’ (2020) (in Polish: ‘Zajęcia zdalne oczami studentów SGH’), the report
published by the SGH Students’ Union and the team of Rector’s Proxy for Quality of Teaching and
Learning at SGH. Finally, we were in contact with representatives of the university who provided

1 University of Warsaw Monitor, Monitor Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, platform where resolutions of the rector of University of
Warsaw are published, online: https://monitor.uw.edu.pl/SitePages/Strona%20główna.aspx.
2 Bulletin of Public Information, Biuletyn Informacji Publicznej (BIP), the system of unifying and publishing information from (i.a.)
public bodies obliged to do that by Polish ‘Law from the 6th September 2001 Concerning the Access to the Public Information’
(Ustawa z dnia 6 września 2001 r. o dostępie do informacji publicznej, online: http://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.
xsp?id=wdu20011121198, viewed: 18.03.2021).

Back to contents
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us with the necessary information both in a written form, as well as during the interviews we
conducted.

1.4.

Admissions

1.4.1.

Summary

The four universities adjusted the admissions process to a varied extent in line with the
pandemic-oriented government restrictions. All four universities pushed back deadlines slightly.
Out of the four studied universities, SGH was the only one to introduce significant changes in its
admissions process by altering its entry requirements.
In terms of admissions and offer rates, LSE and King’s saw an increase in both these figures,
with King’s enjoying a higher increase in offer rates. LSE, however, had higher enrollment rates,
while King’s saw a decrease. Nevertheless, both universities welcomed more students with a
substantial increase of postgraduate students. UW and SGH, on the other hand, saw a slight
decrease in the number of offered places. Data shows that both UW and SGH favored postgraduate
students in 2020/21 by reducing the number of postgraduate places by a smaller amount than
undergraduate with UW even enjoying a small increase in the number of postgraduate students.
This suggests the presence of a “panic master’s degree” phenomenon, in which students decide
to start or extend their graduate education due to unfavourable conditions on the labour market
(Mind The Gap Graduates, 2020).

1.4.2.

Admission process

It is important to note that in 2020, the A-levels and International Baccalaureate exams were
cancelled due to national and international pandemic restrictions. Educational institutions, thus,
provided opportunities for alternative assessments as well as increased the weightinings of past
achievements. Nevertheless, the admission procedures for most British universities remained the
same. As such, for LSE and King’s, the recruitment procedures for the academic year 2020/2021
remained largely unchanged. While both LSE and King’s prolonged admissions deadlines slightly,
LSE further opted for changing most offers from conditional to unconditional.
The University of Warsaw, too, postponed its application deadlines in line with the deferral
of the Matura exams (Polish A-level equivalent). The general admissions process, however,
remained the same (UW, O kształceniu w przyszłym roku akademickim, 2020).
SGH‘s admissions procedure for undergraduate students changed substantially in 2020.
In previous years, undergraduate admissions required prospective students to take an internal
SGH entrepreneurship test accounting for about 23% of their admissions grade in addition to
Back to contents
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the Matura results. Due to the pandemic, however, a top-down decision was made by the Polish
government preventing internal examinations, and as such for the 2020/21 school year admission
criteria only necessitated the submission of an appropriate Matura result.
Postgraduate admissions were also altered for the academic year 2020/21. While it didn’t
change for students who undertook previous undergraduate studies at SGH, it was significantly
different for all other applicants. Usually, candidates who graduated from different universities
would have to pass an exam that verifies their knowledge in economics and foreign language
capabilities in a specific economic context (Oferta SGH, FAQ, Często zadawane pytania - rekrutacja
na studia, n.d.). With government restrictions put on internal examinations, the candidates were
assessed based on final results from their previous universities and Matura exam results, in
particular from either maths or economics and foreign languages (SGH, Informator dla kandydatów
na studia, 2020).

1.4.3.

Statistics

The London School of Economics and King’s College London employed similar admissions
strategies in terms of offer rates, following the footsteps of other universities across the UK
and increased student intakes. Although the trend has been present since 2012, it significantly
accelerated in the current academic year due to financial difficulties caused by the COVID
crisis. Universities expected declining student application numbers, in particular from non-EU/
UK communities, who pay higher fees. Thus, making the appropriate response of increasing the
offer rate to compensate for potential financial losses and threats of insolvencies. However, in
reality the number of applications increased, as people planned to weather the lockdown-induced
economic downturn by enhancing their skills through university courses. It is important to mention
that available data for LSE is incomplete, as universities are yet to publish their information on
total student numbers in the current academic year. Therefore, we utilise existing data to make
inferences.
Both LSE and King’s admissions rates represent the above-mentioned trend quite clearly.
Compared to 2019/20, in 2020/21, LSE’s number of applications rose by 1% in MSc and MRes
programmes. However, the offer rate for these programs rose by almost 18%. At the LSE, normally,
approx. 50% of students who receive an offer register at the university; however, this year, the
university changed a substantial number of conditional offers into unconditional ones. Therefore,
we assume a 70% registration rate. Considering that, we expect that this would translate into
an 12.6% higher intake for this year’s cohort. This would further translate into a c. 4.2% greater
undergraduate body and approx. 11% greater graduate body - giving us, in total, an approximate
increase of 7.3% of the overall student cohort. Therefore, we estimate the LSE student base to be
around 12,940 people this year.

Back to contents
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Table 1: Yearly comparison of Admissions Statistics in LSE (Note: MSc+MRes is the main part of
the Graduate body).

2019/20

2020/21

MSc+MRes

Undergraduate

Graduate

Applications

42899

22755

44731

Offers

10676

5367

5367

0.24886

0.23586

0.286356

Registrations

N/D

2124

6198

Registration rate

N/D

0.093342123

0.138561624

Offer Rate

Table 2: Number of students per type of course in the past 3 academic years.
18/19

19/20

20/21

Undergraduate

5348

N/D

N/D

Graduate

5983

N/D

N/D

Total

11331

12,060

~12940

For King’s, the corresponding changes are: a 13.9% increase in applications and
12% increase in offer rate across the board. However, for postgraduate courses in particular,
applications increased by 24% and offers as much as 43% (KCL, Postgraduate Admission Statistics,
2021), which is much more than the trend seen in previous years. As postgraduate courses are
much more expensive than undergraduate ones, this suggests that the university was seeking to
increase proceeds in face of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the fact that King’s increased the
number of offers, the actual enrollment rate decreased by about 17% in 2020 in comparison to
2019, suggesting that many students declined their offers. In total the number of students has
only increased by 3% which is a smaller increase than in previous years. This is broken down with
a 10% increase in postgraduate students, but only 2% for undergraduates.
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Table 3: Admissions rates and number of applications in 2020. Note: Enrolled meaning completed
enrolment, not necessarily currently enrolled. Data includes applications to all programmes in King’s
College London.
2020

2019

Applications

134778

118346

Offers

78674

65859

58%

55%

Enrolled

26143

26346

Enrollment Rate

33.23%

40.00%

Offer Rate

Table 4: Student numbers in 2020/21 and 2019/20 academic years, divided by course type in King’s
College London.
2020/21

2019/20

Postgraduate Research (PGR)

3982

4516

Postgraduate Taught (PGT)

17026

15434

Undergraduate (UG)

22770

22247

Grand Total

43778

42197

Course type

While KCL and LSE increased the number of offers, UW and SGH have seen an opposite
trend. In UW particularly, both the number of candidates per place, as well as the minimum
Matura score required for admission have increased for the majority of leading undergraduate
humanities and social science courses, e.g. Law, Sociology, International Relations, Management,
as presented in the table below (UW, Biuro ds. Rekrutacji, 2020). From the table below we can
see there were more candidates per place, which means that the pandemic hasn’t significantly
discouraged students from applying to UW. Even due to a decrease of available places by 4.3%,
the number of new students in 2020/21 was similar to the one in 2019/20 (0.2% increase). This
number was driven by new postgraduate students, as according to written correspondence with
the UW Admissions Office (February 22, 2021) their number has slightly increased in the current
academic year (1.6% YoY), while the overall number of first-year undergraduate and long-cycle
students for 2020/2021 saw a decline of 2.9%.
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Table 5: Admissions statistics in University of Warsaw for selected degrees.
Matura
Percentage
threshold

Candidates
per place

Degree Name

2019/2020

2020/2021

2019/2020

2020/2021

International Relations

7,46

9,3

60,48

69,41

Management

6,81

7,7

66,6

69

Law

2,95

3,7

69,32

71,75

Table 6: Number of* new students, available places and corresponding enrollment rate per
degree type in University of Warsaw.
2018/2019

2019/2020

2020/2021

Undergraduate

Graduate

Undergraduate

Graduate

Undergraduate

Graduate

Available
Places

14387

9541

12078

7644

12136

7309

New students

11926

6060

11415

6011

11080

6109

Enrollment
Rate

83%

64%

95%

79%

91%

84%

In terms of SGH, the overall number of places offered declined in 2020/21. As we conclude
from the relevant edicts of the Rector of the SGH Warsaw School of Economics, there has been
a noticeable reduction in the number of places offered to applicants commencing undergraduate
education. In 2018/19 and 2019/20 numbers of available places were quite stable, yet, in 2020/21
this number has declined by approximately 8% for undergraduates and 6% for postgraduate
courses. Therefore, the overall number of places offered to the students has been reduced by 7%
in 2020/21. However, according to the correspondence with Professor Brdulak, Rector’s Proxy
for Quality of Teaching and Learning at SGH, the systematic decrease in the number of available
places is due to government guidelines which necessitate that the student to teacher ratio must
be less than 1:13. Furthermore, the decrease in number of offers has been additionally driven
by a decrease in number of applicants in 2020/21, due to travel complications caused by the
pandemic, limiting global mobility.
It is important to note, that just like in UW, students were not discouraged to undertake
education in 2020/21. There were 9% more applications in total, which was highly driven by more
postgraduate applicants for which the increase is 12%.
Back to contents
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Table 7: Changes in the admission statistics at Warsaw School of Economics (SGH). Sources: Rector of
SGH Warsaw School of Economics (2019 a, 2019 b, 2020 a, 2020 b), Senate of SGH Warsaw School of
Economics (2018).
2018/2019

2019/2020

2020/2021

Undergraduate

Graduate

Undergraduate

Graduate

Undergraduate

Graduate

Applications

3006

3811

3325

4418

3462

4952

Available
Places

1905

2980

1905

2970

1750

2781

Offers

1828

3016

1928

3038

1582

2820

Offer rate

61%

79%

58%

69%

46%

57%

1.5.

Mode of Classes & Technical Issues

1.5.1.

Summary

At LSE and King’s College, students were able to attend in-person classes in the first
term of 2020/21 academic year. This has surely been beneficial to them as they were able to
interact with their classmates, use library resources and the on-campus study spaces. At the same
time however, the decision caused more uncertainty among students as they felt anxious as to
whether their mode of study would change at some point or not. The University of Warsaw on
the other hand managed to instruct its students about the teaching format plans more than a
month in advance of each term. Finally, at SGH, students were informed about the remote mode
of study in the current academic year 2020/21 already in June 2020. As Professor Jakub Brdulak
puts it: ‘Those have been some of the key decisions regarding the continuity [in School’s actions]
and School’s relation with its students’. The School’s representative underlines that SGH regarded
taking clear and early decisions as a matter of great importance, considering their social costs. He
gives an example of the foreign students, whom the School wanted to be informed as early as
possible about its plans for the next year, so that they could manage the logistics of their travel
and residence accordingly (J. Brdulak, personal communication, 05 March, 2021).
The everyday practice of utilising different online tools for supporting the education
process had obviously not been introduced at the universities specifically with the outbreak of
pandemic. The academic community, more or less, had been working online in the previous years
as well. Consequently, the issue of technical difficulties causing different inconveniences had been
a known thing to most students and teachers. However, with all of the education moving online,
this subject became substantially more important in daily practice of academic work. Needless to
say, in the year of pandemic this issue also started to affect the exam session, as they had to be
Back to contents
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organised online unlike in the previous years.
On the other hand, despite some initial problems encountered due to the switch to online
learning, it is important to recognise the introduction of much welcomed policies. Many students
reported technical difficulties during exams sessions which can be potentially detrimental to
academic achievement – these areas will need to be improved upon in future assessments.
Meanwhile, measures such as recorded lectures and more digitised administration are much
lauded by students and can even be applied to non-pandemic times to improve the overall quality
of higher education. We conclude that as some solutions have been introduced and tested due to
the outbreak of pandemic, and those sometimes work better than the ones that had been utilized
before, the time of distant-teaching might be seen as also bringing some positive changes to the
universities.

1.5.2.

Teaching Mode

The London School of Economics and King’s College London put a lot of effort into
organising in-person teaching in the current academic year. Both universities launched oncampus COVID-19 testing facilities which offered free antigen COVID-19 tests to all students
and staff. As for the first term of the current academic year the students of both universities
were able to choose whether they prefer to attend in-person classes and seminars at the campus
or to study in an entirely distant manner. For the latter, online seminar groups had been set
up. However, regardless of the choices of particular students, the lectures were being delivered
online throughout the whole academic year.
At the LSE a vast majority of students chose the hybrid teaching format, that is a mixture
of in-person classes and seminars and remotely delivered lectures. As of 16th of November, 2020,
only about 10% of all LSE students (1340) were studying from home, a big share of them being
overseas students, and the rest were attending the classes on campus (personal communication
with LSE GLPD). Unfortunately, the planned arrangements for hybrid education changed in
January following the announcement of tougher national restrictions. On the 5th of January,
2021, the Director of LSE officially confirmed that all teaching activities would be delivered online
for the rest of the academic year, including the organization of final exams. In terms of King’s, a
January announcement from Vice-President Professor Nicola Phillips clearly outlines that along
with the introduction of the third lockdown, most programs will move fully online in accordance
with Government advice (Phillips, 2021). The exception to this rule were Medicine and Dentistry
courses, subjects allied to medicine/health fields and initial teacher training courses. Even though
the classes were moved online, it was still possible for students of both LSE and KCL to come to
campus and use the study spaces, subject to a negative COVID-19 test twice a week (COVID-19
testing and being on campus, 2021).
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On the other hand, in early August 2020, the University of Warsaw informed members of
its community that teaching in the winter term will be delivered online, except for laboratory and
practical tutorials, which will be held on campus (UW, Mieszany system kształcenia w semestrze
zimowym 2020/2021, 2021). These arrangements were, however, changed on 7th of November,
2020, when the Polish Government imposed new, tougher restrictions in the whole country and
forced all academic teaching to be delivered remotely. As a result, practical and laboratory classes,
which could not be delivered in the online format were postponed to the summer term. In January,
the University announced that teaching in the summer term beginning in mid-February, will be
delivered online, except for laboratory and practical classes, which will take place on campus in
accordance with previous arrangements (UW, Organizacja kształcenia w semestrze letnim, 2021).
In terms of the decisions concerning the teaching organisation at SGH, we used help
from Professor Jakub Brdulak, who shared with us the information in this regard. This academic
year the SGH Warsaw School of Economics has been applying the same solutions that had been
introduced in response to the first lock-down in March 2020. On 11th of March 2020 all teaching
has been suspended from 12th until 25th March 2020 in accordance with the regulation imposed
by the Ministry of Science and Higher Education. Simultaneously, the School’s library was closed
from 14th of March until the 10th of April 2020 (Zawieszone zajęcia od [...]: 2020; Biblioteka SGH
zamknięta [...]: 2020). Then, after a short break, the School’s activity commenced again, however
it was still not entirely clear whether the off-line teaching might be restored before the end of the
academic year 2019/20. The decision to resume the teaching has been taken on 19th of March
2020 and announced by the Rector of SGH via edict (No. 24). Simultaneously it has been decided
that the School will work solely in online mode. In the beginning of May 2020, the Rector’s edict
that made it clear the School will remain closed for off-line teaching until the end of the academic
year 2019/20. Then, in June the consecutive decision has been made that the school would
remain closed for in-person teaching until the end of the next, 2020/21 academic year. All the
teaching in the current academic year has been since delivered in unchanged mode.
The tools assisting the organisation of distant learning vary at different universities. LSE,
KCL and UW all use Moodle as their premier platform for communication between students and
lecturers, while SGH utilises the software called: ‘platforma e-sgh’ instead (in translation: ‘e-sgh
platform’) together with MS Teams. At both LSE and KCL most lectures are delivered as prerecorded videos while at SGH and UW this was left to the lecturers’ decision, and thus some of
them chose to conduct live online lectures instead of posting pre-recorded videos. Apart from
that all of the analysed universities continue to conduct classes and seminars in a form of live
Zoom/MS Teams meetings to uphold real time interaction between students and teachers.
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1.5.3.

Technical Issues

From the study described extensively in the second part of this report we learned that
the technical difficulties occurring during online studying are serious limitations for students.
In the survey we conducted among the students of the four analysed universities we asked
an open question concerning the technical issues encountered by the students while studying
remotely. The question was answered by 54 out of 137 students who filled in the survey. Most
frequently students expressed that the problems with poor Internet connection they had, resulted
in difficulties in sharing video and online presentations during classes. Other issues mentioned
included problems with microphones or cameras in computers. The most serious technical problems
mentioned were disconnections from MS Teams during oral exams and technical problems that
prevented or delayed uploading solutions to written exams to Moodle.
We also asked the students about solutions they would like to see implemented by the
universities currently and potentially upheld after the pandemic, when universities return to inperson teaching. Most of the respondents highlighted that they would like the lectures recorded
and posted on Moodle. This applies mostly to students at Polish universities as at LSE and KCL most
lectures were recorded even before the pandemic began. Some of the respondents also pointed
out that not only the teaching has been moved online, but also the formal and administrative
matters can now be dealt with remotely. That has been perceived as an improvement, as the often
cumbersome use of paper documents has been cut down simultaneously.
The above results have been further confirmed by the ‘Synthesis Report Based on the
Results of the Survey Concerning the Distant Learning, the Summer Term 2019/20’ (in Polish:
Raport syntetyczny wyników ankiety dot. nauczania zdalnego. Semestr letni 2019/20), prepared by
‘SGH Team for Quality of Teaching and Learning Management’ (Zespół Uczelnianego Systemu
Zarządzania Jakością Kształcenia 2020), which indicated that in students’ opinion, the most effective
in terms of distant teaching are real-time classes conducted via Microsoft Teams application in
addition to sharing of class recordings online (p. 3). In fact, 10% of the survey respondents saw
a problem in that some of the classes were not delivered in real time. Additionally, 35% of them
expressed that the biggest obstacles in distant-mode learning have been technical difficulties,
13% underlined the lack of in-person contact with the teachers, and 10% of the students claimed
that they found it problematic to focus when studying online. The part of the report concerning
the examination reveals that in students’ opinion the technical difficulties have been the most
important problem also with regard to examination (p. 5). The report further mentions that some
of the students found the time they had been given to complete the exams had been insufficient.
In students’ view, some of the teachers tried to prevent them from cheating by cutting down
exam time, which in some cases led to the situations when there was no time to think about the
answers.
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1.6.

Assessments and Results

1.6.1. Summary
Unsurprisingly, social distancing rules have made traditional, in-person assessment sessions
impossible. Consequently, all of the researched universities responded by moving their summer
and mid-term exams to online platforms. It is worth noting, however, that Polish universities
have established visibly harsher monitoring rules, as students were sometimes obliged to record
themselves while taking the exams; in some cases, ID controls and cheating counter-measures
were introduced. British institutions, on the other hand, retained a more laissez-faire approach.
In addition, UK universities have also introduced broader assessment support packages, which
offered additional exam workshop sessions, more lenient assessment criteria, and longer submission
windows. Interestingly enough, despite stricter anti-cheating measures and lower levels of support
from universities, students at SGH achieved higher average results than those at KCL during the
last summer examination period. However, LSE students’ results were higher than those of SGH
– consequently, stating any conclusions is fundamentally difficult. Regarding the 2020/21 winter
examination period, SGH students have seen a profound increase in obtained marks – even
higher that of LSE’s students during the 2019/20 summer examination period. Unfortunately,
we cannot establish any conclusions related to the current academic year, as we lack comparable
data from other universities. Yet, we see that average results have increased across all universities.
We believe three factors can explain this trend: a) greater ease of cheating b) relaxed assessment
standards and altered assessment formats c) arguably less stressful examination environments.

1.6.2.

Organising the Assessments

As mentioned previously, every researched university decided to move their assessments
online. The main difference, however, would refer to the diversity of exam options. Namely, British
universities offered a plethora of examining methods: online closed- and open-book exams were
taken in four different timeframes, ranging from a few hours to entire months (LSE, Director
Announcements, 2020; KCL, Coronavirus update: Exams, Assessments, Graduation, 2020).
Polish universities, according to our data, retained a more conservative approach by limiting the
availability of various assessments (UW, Egzaminy zdalne – instrukcje dla studentów, 2020; SGH,
Edict of the Rector of SGH No. 24, 2020). Consequently, most assessments took the form of
traditional oral and written exams lasting a few hours, albeit in an online setting.
Polish universities were also more adamant about introducing anti-cheating measures. In
comparison to their London counterparts, UW students sometimes had to take the oral exams
with their camera on (UW, Zasady pisania egzaminów ustnych i pisemnych w sesji zimowej roku
akademickiego 2020/2021, 2021); some written exams were also structured in such a way to
limit cheating – primarily, students could see only a maximum of three questions at a time and
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could not revert their previously-given answers (UW, Egzaminy zdalne – instrukcje dla studentów,
2020). In Britain, on the contrary, universities retained a more laissez-faire approach. Students
were not told to record themselves, while the only anti-cheating measures were introduced by the
LSE (LSE, Director Announcements, 2020). Namely, the students were randomly and selectively
interviewed to ensure they could explain how they approached chosen exam questions.

1.6.3.

Student Support

Moreover, British universities established broad student support packages. In reference
to the LSE, the university has extended submission windows, relaxed evidence requirements for
deadline extension requests, established automatic granting of exam deferrals, and expanded
the exceptional circumstances criteria (LSE, Director Announcements, 2020). Regarding KCL, the
university has also extended submission windows and changed multiple exams to open-book
formats (KCL, Coronavirus update: Exams, Assessments, Graduation, 2020).
Polish institutions, on the other hand, presented a lower degree of flexibility. While UW
has extended time frames for some exams, usually to eight or twenty-four hours, this was done
only on the departmental level (UW, Egzaminy zdalne – instrukcje dla studentów, 2020). Apart
from that, we have not identified any other major changes. Similarly, SGH has introduced only one
change that could strongly benefit its student body – namely, it had allowed them to complete
their mandatory internships online (SGH, Edict of the Rector of SGH No. 24, 2020).

1.6.4.

Changes in Grading

In reference to grading, British universities have pursued visibly more student-friendly
policies. Both KCL (KCL, Assessment mitigation information for all levels, 2020) and the LSE
(LSE, Director Announcements, 2020) introduced safety net packages that protected against
drastic grade decreases, favoured upward grading of borderline marks, and promised to up-scale
exams that have significantly lower averages in comparison to those in previous years. Regarding
Polish institutions selected for the purpose of this study, the picture is more complex. While SGH
broadly mentioned European University Association’s guidance regarding more lenient grading
requirements, it has not explained any concrete changes to the form of examination it may have
implemented for all of its students. This is due to the fact that the decision on how to assess
the students and whether the adjustments were needed had been left to the individual teachers
(SGH, Brdulak, 2020). However, what should be mentioned is that the previously introduced
standardization of the teaching results’ evaluation has been withdrawn for the purposes of
assessment conducted in extraordinary circumstances. The students had also been clearly
informed (in the edict of the Rector of SGH No. 24 from 19th of March 2020) that the form
and the content of the summer examination in the academic year 2019/20 and the syllabuses
for the courses would be redefined and introduced to them by the 1st of May 2020. Regarding
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UW, we have not discovered any significant changes in grading. As such, we conclude that British
universities have been visibly more lenient in reference to student assessments.

1.6.5.

Exam Results

Before proceeding, we wish to reiterate the fact that our access to students’ academic
outcomes was limited. Consequently, our data is not systemic – primarily, some of it focuses on
overall student averages, while other sources outline detailed information on exam outcomes
for specific student groups (such as undergraduates and postgraduates). Furthermore, UW has
not provided us with any data. In addition, we would like to mention that our assumptions about
average LSE results are based on an average increase in marks in four undergraduate modules.
This is due to lack of access to the LSE’s exam result database. Lastly, while the data on SGH
might be indicative of an enormous long-term grade inflation, we cannot compare it, because no
other university has provided us with information on their winter examination results.
Despite all the afore-mentioned changes, one might find it quite surprising that SGH
students have seen relatively higher increases in grades than those at KCL. Despite facing stronger
anti-cheating measures, as well as lower levels of support from their universities, SGH students’
marks were 8.1% higher last year in comparison to the pre-pandemic summer examination
period (Żurawski, 2020). At KCL, the number stood at mere 2% for undergraduates and 0.3% for
postgraduates (KCL, Department of Business Assurance, 2021). Yet, the greatest increase has
taken place at the LSE, amounting to c. 12.75% (LSE, Secretary’s Division, 2021). However, SGH’s
increase in the winter examination period was even higher – c. 7.5% in comparison to the last
summer exams, and c. 17% when compared to the last pre-digital examination period (Żurawski,
2021).

1.6.6.

Discussion

Explaining this trend is considerably difficult, as no single identifiable pattern can be
established. Moreover, British and Polish academic and cultural standards differ – consequently,
one might expect the practicalities of grading to be heterogeneous as well. Both countries also
score differently in the indices of corruption, such as the Corruption Perception Index established
by Transparency International (Transparency International, 2021), which might impact the quality
of grading and popular stances on cheating during assessments.
Yet, even if we were to discard all these issues, we can establish only a single conclusion
– that average grades have increased across all universities that provided us with relevant data.
Apart from that, unfortunately, no single pattern can be discerned. While a comparison of
SGH and KCL might lead us to believe that student support packages, as well as lax stances on
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student monitoring, do not lead to higher results on average, the comparison of the LSE and SGH
contradicts those findings. However, the 2020/21 winter examination results at SGH indicate that
students at Polish universities might have seen the highest mark increases after all. Unfortunately,
we cannot state this conclusion, as we lack comparable data from KCL and the LSE.
Regarding the prevalent grade inflation, we believe that it might be a result of three
distinct factors:
a) Easier access to cheating – due to lower levels of supervision, as well as longer assessment
deadlines, it is easier and safer for students to engage in cheating.
b) Relaxed assessment standards – all universities have altered their assessments’ formats
and/or their grading schemes to allow for greater leniency in grading.
c) Less stressful environments – taking an exam at home would usually translate to lower
levels of pressure and stress. Namely, that would be due to a more friendly environment,
lower levels of scrutiny, and greater flexibility in writing/speaking arrangements.

1.7.

Careers Centres & Student Societies

1.7.1.

Summary

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected student societies and career centres just as all
other aspects of university life. Student Societies have faced challenges like organizing largescale online events and attracting new members solely with the use of online means. According
to our collected data, the impact these obstacles had on the popularity of student societies has
differed between British and Polish universities. The number of new members in student societies
has significantly declined at both London School of Economics and Political Science and King’s
College London. This phenomenon, however, hasn’t been observed at the University of Warsaw.
During the pandemic, careers offices started to provide a wide range of online services
for students and graduates. The main forms of support offered by careers centers in all four
universities are much alike, including one-to-one online appointments with career coaches, online
workshops, and career fairs. Moreover, we conclude that the pandemic has encouraged some
careers centers to launch new, more technologically advanced services. Overall, from our analysis,
we find that the careers centers put much effort in providing students with professional support,
in these unprecedented times.
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1.7.2.

Student Societies

One of the key purposes for which students join university societies is the need for face-toface interaction with peers having similar interests. Therefore, we found it interesting to examine
how the pandemic restrictions altered the activities of societies and their popularity among the
students.
We first analyse the exact impact of the pandemic on the number of purchased
memberships in the two British universities chosen for this research. Starting with the LSE, last
academic year, 30,756 societies’ memberships were purchased at the School. This implies that
approximately 3 memberships were purchased by one LSE student. At the end of the first term
of this academic year, LSE recorded only 14,700 memberships purchases (LSE Student Union,
personal communication, February 15, 2021). Considering that the vast majority of memberships
are purchased in the first weeks of the first term, it follows that the number of new members
in the societies has declined by approximately 50%. Similar phenomenon has been observed at
King’s College London. According to e-mail correspondence with KCL SU (Theoklitou A., personal
communication, February 5, 2020), the overall number of memberships in all societies dropped
from 9,194 in February 2020, to 7,302 as of February 2021. Surprisingly, in August 2020 the
number of members registered in the societies was 22% greater in comparison to August 2019.
This suggests students might have been interested in socialising within societies in face of the
lockdown, even before the start of the first academic term.
On the other hand, according to the personal correspondence with the Secretary of
Students Associations Council at the University of Warsaw (March 3, 2021), the number of
members in societies at the University has not declined (the exact number of members is not
available, but the statement is based on activity reports, which are regularly sent by societies to
the Council). Additionally, the Council acknowledges that the number of various online events
and conferences run by societies has recently increased. The reason for these discrepancies might
be that in the British universities, unlike in the Polish ones, society memberships are usually
paid. More specifically, students at British universities might have been discouraged from making
standard membership payments if they knew that the societies would not be able to ensure any
normal student interaction, except for online meetings. With regard to SGH, we lack data on
society memberships. Nevertheless, according to personal correspondence with Professor Jakub
Brdulak, the Students’ Union at SGH remained active in the time of pandemic. For instance, it
conducted a survey to inspect how SGH students perceive the on-line education and discussed
the results with the representatives of the University.
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1.7.3.

Career Centers

The COVID-19 pandemic has reduced the number of available positions in the job market
and changed the format of the recruitment process. As a result, many students in the UK and
in Poland turned to career counsellors for professional advice. We now analyse how the career
centres in the selected universities deliver their services in these difficult times.
The responses of LSE’s and KCL’s careers centers to the new challenges were quite
similar. To begin with the LSE, ever since the beginning of the lockdown, the university has been
organising online career events for its students. Additionally, students were given the opportunity
to participate in one-on-one online appointments with career coaches to discuss their employment
prospects, consider further education paths or receive feedback on their CVs, cover letters, or
LinkedIn profiles. The careers center also conducts practice interviews and mock skills assessments.
This service was previously available in the form of on-campus meetings. At KCL, the number of
career panels and events in the current academic year decreased in comparison to the previous
years (KCL, Gilbert M., personal communication, February 15, 2021). However, according to the
correspondence with the Information and Research Manager at King’s Careers and Employability,
the participation of students in these events didn’t change much. For instance, online careers fairs
in 2020/21 have seen a 4% decrease in participation in comparison to standard in-person events.
Importantly, both careers centres have introduced new forms of providing students with
expert advice and knowledge. LSE Careers launched a new feature called ‘CareersSet’ – an online
tool which uses AI to immediately give feedback on uploaded CVs and then helps to tailor the CV
to the job that the student is interested in. This is available to students via the LSE CareerHub
website where they can also find the list of careers-related events organized by the centre as well
as internships and graduate job opportunities (LSE Careers Centre, 2021). On the other hand,
the career centre at KCL compiled a set of materials regarding online networking with employers.
Additionally, a blog has been created with the purpose of providing easily accessible career advice
(KCL, Patari, 2021).
With regard to Polish universities, many parallel initiatives have been taken by Career
Offices at UW and Career and Alumni Office at SGH. Both institutions have quickly moved all
their operations online, once the first lockdown in Poland was announced. One of the key services
provided by both centres are one to one consultations with career counsellors, similar to what
British universities offer. Interestingly, the directors of both institutions mentioned that these
one-to-one appointments gained much popularity among students and graduates, after the mode
of consultations had changed to online.
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The Director of the Careers Office at UW gave two main explanations for this phenomenon.
Firstly, the pandemic has decreased the number of available job offers in many sectors. As a
result, in order to remain competitive on the job market, more students and graduates began
to seek professional help from career coaches. Secondly, the online format of the appointments
allows the participants not to commute to campus and back and thus save time, which is an
encouragement to many, as participation in careers office’s activities is therefore relatively easier
(UW, Director of Careers Office, personal communication, March 18, 2021). The Director of
Career and Alumni Centre at SGH, Ms Justyna Kozera reached similar conclusions. Additionally,
Ms Kozera explains that in the early stage of the pandemic, students struggled with the online
form of recruitment conducted by companies, and thus looked for the support from the Centre
(SGH, Kozera J., personal communication, March 5, 2021).
Apart from providing professional career advice, both offices offer many other services
in the online form. In times of the pandemic, the Careers Office at UW continues to develop its
extensive, online database containing job offers that are targeted at students and alumni of the
University. The database includes job offers from the entire country. The service is therefore a
relevant source of information for students who, due to pandemic, returned to their hometowns
and have been searching for an occupation outside of Warsaw. Furthermore, the Career Office
at UW continues to run online workshops, for example in self-presentation and CV writing.
Finally, the Centre cooperates with employers and companies in co-organizing online job fairs for
members of the academic community.
The Career and Alumni Centre of SGH has also launched some new initiatives in time of
the pandemic. For example, the Centre published a podcast titled: ‘SGH, 5 minutes for career’
(in Polish: ‘SGH: 5 minut dla kariery’) with tips and advice concerning the job search process.
Furthermore, it has also organised a webinar for students concerning the recruitment process and
gave students an opportunity to use an electronic CV-analysis and advisory offered by the Centre
employees. Finally, the students could participate in an initiative called ‘A week with the career
advisors from the SGH Corporate Partners Club’ and talk to representatives of companies, which
employ SGH alumni.

1.8. Supplementary support during COVID-19 crisis
1.8.1.

Summary

In time of the pandemic none of the analysed universities decided to introduce the policy
of fees reduction for all of its students. The authorities at the universities stood at the position
that the quality of teaching is not suffering due to the change in the mode of education to online
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teaching. Moreover, arguments were raised that the costs of providing online education had not
decreased in relation to in-person teaching. This is because the salaries of university staff were
not reduced and online teaching required as administrative work to be performed as before the
pandemic. Instead, different, supportive measures have been introduced such as COVID-19 crisisspecific funds. The question of whether those have been enough remains open, as answering it is
beyond the scope of this analysis of descriptive nature. What should be highlighted is that both
the Polish universities mentioned in this report are public universities and as such they do not
impose any charges on their Polish students attending full-time courses. Therefore, the fees are
not a main source of income for them and it is not possible to directly compare their policies in this
regard with policies of British universities relying on student fees to much greater extent.
The residence halls at all of the analysed universities remained open through the time
of pandemic and all of those introduced the additional safety measures with the aim to reduce
the risk of students getting infected from each other. Those included sanitary measures, social
distancing and limitations with regard to the number of residents of the rooms. The decision not
to close the residence halls entirely should be seen as in favour of the students, many of whom
would have found it difficult to secure the residence outside the facilities offered by universities.
That applies in particular to the residence halls offered by UW and SGH in Warsaw, as in Poland
the residence fees in the student halls are substantially lower than the commercial prices for
renting a room or a flat from a private landlord in the housing market.
With regard to mental health support, it should be highlighted that the COVID-19 pandemic
affected the members of academic communities severely, as for many teachers and students
both lockdown policies and the threat of infection resulted in moving of all the professional and/
or educational activities they had been performing. Therefore, the pandemic resulted for both
students and teachers in isolation. Moreover, most of the work conducted by members of academia
is now via computer, which results in countless monotonous hours in front of the laptop screen.
Those factors together led to a noticeable deterioration of mental health of many members of
the academic community. In response, universities have extended their mental health aid policies,
increasing the number of available slots for consultations with psychologists or establishing some
additional support, like workshops or telephone hotlines.
Finally, the necessity to move all educational and professional activities online burdened
some members of the academica with the need to equip with additional, technical gear. That,
obviously, came with substantial costs of financial nature. In response the universities started to
offer technical equipment rentals to the teachers and students. Moreover, the universities have
been sharing their venues for the students and employees if they were incapable of performing
their work in the place of their residence. As there was a need for the teachers to rapidly move to
online mode of delivery, the universities started also to offer an extensive range of courses and
Back to contents

27

The impact of COVID-19 on higher education in Poland and the United Kingdom

workshops for their employees to improve their IT competences and widen the set of tools used
when conducting the online classes.

1.8.2.

Fees Reduction

During the period of the COVID-19 pandemic King’s College London has not decreased
fees for its students, nonetheless, the authorities of the university recognized the risk that the
students may run into financial difficulties (COVID-19 financial concerns, 2020). This obviously
means that the payment of tuition and accomodation fees could become a substantial difficulty
for some of them. Recognising this fact, the school introduced flexible extensions of payment
plans, considering its applicability on a case by case basis (Student Fee Extension Form - COVID-19,
2020). Furthermore, King’s College London has also set up additional funds to support students
who are experiencing financial problems, such as ‘King’s Financial Aid Fund’ which was established
to aid the students in bearing additional financial burdens caused by visa or quarantine costs
(King’s Financial Aid Fund 2020-21, 2020).
On the other hand, students seeking a reduction in tuition or accommodation fees due
to the COVID-19 have been encouraged to apply for the Coronavirus Hardship Fund, providing
financial support in purchasing the technical equipment obligatory for participating in online
classes (Hardship Funds, 2020). Finally, a short term fund had been set up available until 19th
March 2021 to provide the students with support regarding the accommodation and living costs,
the unemployment and the costs caused by online mode of study (King’s Coronavirus Financial
Assistance Fund, 2020).
The students concerned about their financial situation could also talk to the Student
Advisors at KCL via telephone or contact them via e-mail and receive the advice concerning
financial difficulties.
At the University of Warsaw, alike at all of the other analysed universities, the tuition
fees for the academic year 2020/2021 have not been reduced in response to the change in the
teaching mode from in-person to online. The representatives of the University of Warsaw stood
at the position, that the fees are spent mainly on the salaries of the members of academic and
non-academic personnel and as these remain unchanged regardless of the mode of delivery (Live
z prorektorem ds studentów i jakości kształcenia), the tuition fees could not have been reduced.
However, students of the University of Warsaw are still able to apply for traditional maintenance
grants, as well as other financial support measures offered to those member of the academic
community who find themselves in a difficult situation due to the death of someone in the
close family, illness or the loss of stable income (Komunikat w sprawie świadczeń dla studentów i
doktorantów).
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Neither the SGH Warsaw School of Economics has reduced its fees. In the spring of
the previous year, in the early stage of pandemic, the former Rector of SGH Warsaw School of
Economics, Mr. Marek Rocki, wrote for the school newspaper:
In times of crisis we do not forget about the social responsibility: one of the legal acts institutionalized with regard
to pandemic has been the document concerning our renouncement of some [university] fees or remitting parts of
[students’] financial commitments. The particular goal of this policy is to help students and contractors of SGH
who found themselves in [financially] challenging situations (Rocki 2020: 3).

When asked to explain the school’s policy in this regard, Dr Marcin Dąbrowski, the Chancellor of
SGH Warsaw School of Economics explained that in the summer term 2019/2020 the students
could defer the payments of their fees and that at that period the school introduced the instalments
policy to support them. That applied also to the payments for accommodation in residence halls.
During the summer term 2019/20 those students who left the residence halls in March
and left their belongings in the residence halls had their payments for that month reduced by 60%
and then they did not have to pay for the consecutive months. Students could also cancel their
contracts with residence halls anytime. Finally, in some cases the students residing in the halls can
be granted the deferral of their fees until the prospective end of the pandemic and then have the
payments split into installments.

1.8.3.

Halls of Residence

As the halls of residence for SGH students have not been closed during the time of
pandemic (including the summer term of the current academic year – 2020/2021) obviously,
certain safety measures were in place. Thus, only the residents and the employees of the School
performing their professional duties in the buildings could access the parts of the buildings with
students’ rooms. Moreover, the maximum number of residents occupying a room has been limited
to two people for three and four person rooms and the double rooms could be occupied only by
one resident (FAQ nt. roku akademickiego 2020/21 […] 2021). Besides, the isolation facilities had
been organised in the halls of residence. Those were made available for such students who were:
incapable of spending the time of quarantine or isolation where they reside. [They could also] be directed by the
state’s sanitary services to the designated centre. The residents of the SGH student dorms [were] directed to
the isolation facilities in the dorms – separated, one-resident rooms with bathrooms (FAQ dot. Postępowania w
przypadku [...] 2021).

As we learn from the pandemic-FAQ published by SGH, residents of student dorms could also
count on support from the administrative workers of student halls in case of difficulties experienced
due to compulsory isolation (FAQ dot. Postępowania w przypadku [...] 2021).
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The University of Warsaw has adopted a different policy, as the university’s residence halls
have been allocating students solely in the single rooms in order to minimise the risk of spreading
the infection. As of 17th of November 2020, 850 rooms were occupied and approximately 200
single rooms in the residence halls were still available (Live z prorektorem ds studentów i jakości
kształcenia – UW).
Moreover, similarly to what has been introduced at SGH Warsaw School of Economics, all
the necessary safety measures were put in place. Those included social distancing of residents,
sanitising of surfaces, the obligation to wear face masks in public spaces like bathrooms or kitchens,
and others that had been imposed by the Polish Government (Rector’s Edict No 217, from 29th of
September 2020). Besides, a no-guest policy has been introduced, prohibiting the access to social
spaces, except for kitchens and bathrooms,
At LSE, on the other hand, a number of halls of residence relaxed their fee policies. For
example some of them froze the collection of accommodation fees for students who could not
return to the halls of residence due to lockdown restrictions. Students residing in the LSE Halls
were given the choice of an exit clause to release them from their contracts at the end of the first
term if needed. This policy has not been uniform across all halls however, with divergent policies
among accommodation providers. Lastly, it is worth mentioning that the university expanded its
financial aid policies, aimed at supporting students most affected by financial difficulties caused
by the Covid-19 lockdowns.
Meanwhile, at King’s College halls of residence, increased safety measures have also been
introduced. The school recognised that safety issues are of utmost importance with regard to
school-run accommodation (Accommodation | Coronavirus, 2020). Students had to book an arrival
slot before arriving in the facilities to ensure organised movement in line with social distancing
measures. In addition, all bedrooms, bathrooms and shared kitchens were regularly sanitised and
an enhanced cleaning regime was introduced. Only a limited number of people were allowed
to use communal spaces, and a one way mobility system had been established. Moreover, the
‘Welfare Support’ activities were provided to ensure students’ mental health. Once the January
lockdown had been imposed, King’s College outlined that increased flexibility in collecting fees will
be adopted and students are not going to be charged until they arrive at the residence halls. The
students at KCL have also been allowed to defer or cancel their contracts with King’s residences
if needed (COVID-19 Updates | King’s Accommodation, 2020).

1.8.4.

Technical Support

The SGH established a news service where the authorities of the university have been
publishing important information concerning the COVID-19 pandemic (Jastrzębska 2020: 33).
The school has been supplying the academic community, both the teachers and students, with
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technical gear necessary for distant-learning and teaching. They were provided with the necessary
gear or alternatively they could use the school facilities and equipment in the campus if they
found that beneficial for their teaching. That policy has been prioritising those students whom the
maintenance grants had been given (FAQ nt. roku akademickiego 2020/21 […] 2021).
Moreover, the School also offered the training and administrative support in online teaching
to its employees. This included training in using digital tools such as Microsoft Teams – the platform
used by SGH for organising distant learning, together with other tools included in Microsoft 365
package and e-learning tools developed by SGH – for example the e-sgh.pl platform (Rocki 2020:
3; FAQ nt. roku akademickiego 2020/21 […]: 2021). Another way of supporting its employees
introduced by the School is the activity of ‘Centre for Supporting the online Education’ (in Polish:
‘Centrum wsparcia zdalnej edukacji’). This unit has been organising workshops and providing
training on a regular basis, as well as offering necessary consultations regarding the technical
difficulties, e.g. via chat in Microsoft Teams (Brdulak J., personal communication, 05 March, 2021).
At the University of Warsaw on the other hand, some departments, such as the Department
of Philosophy, offer their students technical support in the form of additional study spaces
on campus with computers available (personal communication with the representatives of the
Department of Philosophy, March 13, 2021). Similar study spaces with computers were offered by
libraries in many departments. Additionally, special tutorials regarding the use of online tools like
Google Meet were offered for members of academic personnel as well as for the administrative
employees of the University (Szkolenia z obsługi narzędzi zdalnych – praca dla trenerów, Nowe
szkolenia dla administracji UW).
The King’s College, provided to its students online programs aimed at enhancing their IT
skills. An ‘Essential Digital Skill Program’ had been introduced in the beginning of the year and
then delivered in a form of a 30 hour course equipping the students with IT skills supporting their
academic development (Essential Digital Skills Programme, 2020). Students at KCL can also book
online study skills sessions, which are delivered in a form of one to one meetings.

1.8.5.

Mental Health Support

For the purposes of this part of the report we asked Dr Marcin Dąbrowski, the Chancellor
of SGH Warsaw School of Economics, about the noticeable changes in problems experienced
by the students during the time of pandemic. The School’s representative provided us with a list
of such issues that have been repeatedly reported to the school psychologists over that period,
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differently to the time before the pandemic:
●

all sorts of difficulties and emotions reported to the psychologists have been experienced more
intensively,

●

the difficulties in adaptation connected mainly to isolation,

●

the substantial rise in the number of the cases of anxiety,

●

intense deterioration of mood/depressive episodes; many times the psychiatric, medical
appointments were advised,

●

The increase in the number of reported cases of panic attacks,

●

increased number of reported cases of psychiatric treatment (pharmacological treatment),

●

increased number of reported cases concerning the domestic violence and family conflicts
experienced by the students,

●

the increased number of reported cases of difficulties in relationships (more break ups).

(Dąbrowski M., personal communication, March 9, 2021)

Needless to say, both the University of Warsaw, as well as SGH, acknowledged that the
ongoing pandemic is a source of additional stress and anxiety for students as well as for members
of academic personnel. Accordingly, at UW the Centre for Psychological Support at the University
of Warsaw have been offering free of charge, online therapeutic consultations for all members
of the university community, also those who take part in exchange programs and currently reside
abroad. The support has also been provided by the ‘Office for Persons with Disabilities’, where
students may seek advice regarding the steps they can take in order to maintain their mental
wellbeing (Wsparcie UW 2021).
As we learned from the correspondence with Dr Dąbrowski, the online therapeutic
sessions have been provided also at SGH:
The two, experienced psychologists are employed at SGH Warsaw School of Economics and they provide support
both in Polish and in English. In 2019, on average, there have been 74 sessions organised for the students per
month, while in 2020 the number grew slightly to 89. We do perceive this as pro tempore support, not exceeding
5 sessions per person (Dąbrowski M., personal communication, March 9, 2021).

Importantly, there has been a change in the school’s policy with regard to the mode of psychological
consultations available to students in the period of pandemic. Namely, the sessions in online
mode started to be offered to all the members of the academic community, while before the
support in online mode had been offered solely to the part-time students living outside Warsaw
and students participating in Erasmus programme exchange temporarily residing abroad. The rest
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of the students could benefit from in-person consultations (Student, Pomoc psychologiczna, n.d.).
Furthermore, in January 2021, the Students’ Union started a campaign – ‘wspierajMY’ (in
translation: ‘let US support’), which aims to familiarise students with techniques of dealing with
stressful situations they might experience as well as to raise awareness about the treatment of
depressive disorders (Akcja “WspierajMY”.) Despite the above, the results of the survey run by
the Polish Business Society for the purpose of this study reveals that the measures undertaken
by the University were not considered as sufficient by all students. Approximately 31% of the
respondents of the survey partly or completely disagreed with the statement that the University
of Warsaw has provided enough professional psychological support for the students in the times
of pandemic.
On the other hand, at LSE and King’s different policies have been introduced. The access
to the wellbeing services has been extended. Namely, 24/7 hotlines were introduced and the
number of bookable appointments increased. At LSE, in addition to the mental health aid offered,
a series of social activities have been introduced with the aim to improve students’ mental health,
such as physical exercise sessions, dinners, video gaming sessions, quizzes, and mental wellbeing
workshops.
At King’s College London students could benefit from the access to the online Counselling
and Mental Health Support Service open seven days a week, which offers free and confidential
support and advice to the students with regard to their wellbeing and mental health. Furthermore,
KCL provides many online resources to support students, such as the ‘Wellness Toolkits’, a set
of measures established with aim of supporting students who feel anxious or worried about
COVID-19 (Mental health and wellbeing, 2020). Also, online advice is available for the students to
help them study remotely and to stay active
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2. Chapter: Sense of Belonging
2.1. Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic has impacted the functioning of societies globally. National
government restrictions have required various sectors to close in order to prevent the spread of
infections. The education sector, particularly at the university level, has been playing its part in
limiting in-person contact. That is, through closing university campuses and moving onto digital
learning platforms.
The transition put pressures on educational institutions, as they had to prepare the required
online infrastructure and help their staff adjust to online methods of teaching within a rather
short period of time. On the other hand, they also had to address the challenge of the upkeep of
student satisfaction rates regarding aspects such as the quality of teaching, as well as the social
and mental well-being of students (Al-Taweel, et al. 2020).
Conversations about regulations and university closures often overlook the perspectives
of students. After a year of living under various restrictions and becoming accustomed to the new
ways of learning, students have gained a new perspective on their university education. Given this
context, this chapter seeks to investigate the influence of the Covid-19 pandemic on the sense of
belonging of students, in regard to their respective educational institutions.
The chapter focuses on four universities, two of which are based in London, United
Kingdom: London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) and King’s College London
(KCL), as well as two based in Warsaw, Poland: University of Warsaw (UW) and the Warsaw
School of Economics (SGH). The focus population within all the universities is Polish students.
In the academic year 2019/2020 students from all studied universities switched to online
learning in March 2020 and continued working in this mode until the end of the year. UW and
SGH began the academic year 2020/2021 remotely with online learning, with plans to continue
to do so until at least the end of the year. Both LSE and KCL began the 2020/2021 academic
year with hybrid learning, which lasted between September and December 2020. Lectures were
recorded, whilst seminars were held in person, as well as online for those unable to attend on site.
In December 2020 the university has announced holding all mandatory academic classes online
until the end of the year. By the time of running the survey, all respondents had switched to the
online mode of learning.
The survey was open from February 19th until February 26th 2021. As the survey was
targeted at Polish students, It was written in Polish and shared among Facebook groups of the 4
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studied universities. It consisted of 35 questions, which encompassed the areas of: modes of online
learning, societies and the functioning of universities themselves, and of associated institutions
and events. The questions inquired about features of university students’ lives such as the student
union, organised extracurricular activities, contacts with other students. Thus, allowing to see the
extent and effectiveness of the efforts, or lack thereof, made by the universities, their associated
institutions, and the students themselves on community building efforts during the pandemic.
Based on the outcomes of the survey, we seek to investigate and understand if students,
despite the switch to online learning, still feel part of their university and the associated community.
The results aim to locate the influence of the changes in the delivery of education, as well as the
patterns in terms of extra-curricular activities, and making new connections on the overall sense
of belonging of students to university institutions and their respective communities.

2.1.1.

Respondents Profiles

The survey gathered 137 responses. 59.1% identified as female, 40.1% as male, and 0.7%
as other. In terms of age, the majority, or 63.5% of respondents are within the 18-21 age bracket,
32.1% in the 22-25 age group, and 3.6% are between 26-29 years of age.
Universities attended by the respondents are as follows: 37.2% at UW, 30.7% at SGH,
23.4% at LSE and 8.8% at KCL. The courses attended by the respondents are: Economics at 46% ,
Social Sciences (including law) at 45.3%, Natural Sciences at 7.3% and Technical Sciences at 1.5%.
When considering the students’ experience of in-person or online learning experiences at
university, majority of respondents, 65.7% have over 1 year experience of studying in pre-pandemic
conditions. Students who began their university education during the pandemic (academic years
2019/2020 and 2020/2021), make up 34.3% of the respondents. The specific shares between
the years are as follows:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Start during the pandemic: 34.3%
1 year: 27%
2 years: 13.1%
3 years: 13.9%
4 years: 8%
5 and more years: 3.6%
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2. 2.

A Sense of belonging in the era of online learning

A sense of belonging to the institution at which you are studying is an abstract, yet
important indicator of student satisfaction and wellbeing, which in turn might play into a number
of other aspects of student life – motivation to study, engagement in activities, networking, etc.
Apart from being hinted at by the results of the survey, the importance of a sense of belonging
is also reflected in the written feedback we have received from students partaking in the survey.
The Covid-19 pandemic has been wreaking havoc across virtually all domains of life – the student
experience is one of them. Below we have showcased a more in-depth analysis of the effects of
remote learning on students’ sense of belonging, based on the results of our survey.

2.2.1.

Defining and measuring a sense of belonging

In the first question of section 2 of the survey participants were asked the question:
“What does a sense of belonging mean to you?”. An overwhelming 88.3% of students chose the
same answer: a feeling of ”forming a community with fellow students”. 43.1% also selected “the
participation in extracurricular activities and in student societies”. The third most popular answer
– the mere “fact of studying at a specific university” constitutes a sense of belonging– was chosen
by 39.4% of respondents. Some interesting differences were observed when sorting answers
through gender: Defining sense of belonging as only the fact of studying at university as indicated
by 16.4% of male respondents, while only 3.7% of females indicated solely that definition. Also
slightly more females (34.6%) than males (27.3%) have defined their sense of belonging as a
feeling of forming a community with fellow students. Interestingly, though it was the second
most popular selection, there was just one respondent that defined a sense of belonging as only
“participating in extracurricular activities and student societies”.
The second question asked students to assess their sense of belonging on a scale of 1-10.
The average answer settled at 4.47 out of 10 – while the answer chosen most often (by 21.2%
of respondents) was a 3 out of 10. The choices in the middle of the scale were rather uniformly
distributed, but skewed towards the lower end of the scale, which is indicated by the 4.47
average. This suggests that students usually exhibit a moderate to weak sense of belonging to
their university, with a minority indicating a moderately high to high sense of belonging. When it
comes to the length of ones’ studies, the group that was in higher education since the 2019/2020
academic year – the biggest subset partaking in the survey – averaged a response of 4.89 out of
10 – higher than the overall average. The lowest average indication of the sense of belonging was
declared by the group with 3 years of in-person higher education – only 3.68. The group declaring
2 years of in-person higher education had the second lowest average – a 3.88. Groups declaring
4 years and 5 or more years had respectively averaged a much higher 5.45 and 5.8 – however,
given the relatively small size of these subsets, the results may not paint a true enough picture
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of the sense of belonging within these groups. The results have also somewhat differed across
universities, but the most pronounced difference was national. The average sense of belonging
indicated at LSE and King’s College was respectively 5.13 and 5.08 (UK average = 5.11), while
at the SGH and University of Warsaw respectively 4.31 and 4.08 (Poland average = 4.2). There
was no significant divergence in the sense of belonging across most often reported disciplines of
study.3
Figure 1: “On a scale of 1-10, how do you evaluate your sense of belonging to your university?”

We have also asked students to evaluate their engagement in the widely understood student
life within their year or student group, on a scale of 1-10. The average participant rated their
engagement at 3.96 out of 10. Females turned out to be more engaged than males (an average
of 4.21 out of 10 in female responses versus an average of 3.47 out of 10 in male responses). In
terms of the length of prior university studies, the group that indicated the highest engagement
has been in higher education 2 years prior to the pandemic-stricken 2020/2021 academic year
– an average of 4.28. The second highest indication was in the “4 years” group – a 4.27 – almost
identical to the “2 years” group, however, as mentioned before, this subset was tiny in size, and
so far from constituting a representative sample. The group which started higher education in
the 2020/2021 academic year has averaged a 4.08 out of 10. Participants having had 1 year
of education prior, clocked a 4.11 average. The group with 5 or more years of in-person higher
education have averaged a 3.46 out of 10, but the same caveat applies to this group as does to
the “4 years” group – its size was simply too small to remark anything conclusive.

3 Participants reading social studies have on average reported a 4.44 out of 10, economic studies – 4.49 out of 10, sciences –
4.33 out of ten, and humanities – 4.46 out of 10.
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Figure 2: “On a scale of 1-10, how do you evaluate your engagement in the student life of your
degree/year cohort?”

To get a more in-depth view of the interplay of the indicators surveyed, a bivariate regression
analysis was carried out – with student perceived engagement as the independent and the sense
of belonging as the dependent variable. It was found that perceived engagement in student life
significantly predicted the students’ sense of belonging, β=0.36 , t(132) = 5.70, p<0.05. Students’
engagement had also explained a non-trivial proportion of variance in the sense of belonging,
R2=0.21, F(1, 135) = 36.16, p<0.05. When carrying out a regression with gender and the country
of study as additional independent variables, the results for both of these variables regressed
on the sense of belonging were not statistically significant. The results seem to suggest that
interaction with fellow students and having a sense of community strongly plays into the sense
of belonging, and that the more a student is engaged in student life, the higher their sense of
belonging. Although they might be hardly surprising, the results can nonetheless serve as an
important reminder for students – namely that being engaged with student initiatives and being
part of a student society may have a positive effect on their sense of belonging, which could be
of particular importance during these trying times.
Engagement in student life may take various forms. When asked about the ways in which
they participated in student life, 59.1% of participants had indicated that they keep in touch with
their fellow students, 44.5% are part of at least one student society, 24.1% have indicated they
attend non-compulsory lectures and discussion groups, and 31.4% have stated that they do not
engage in student life during online studies at all.
The next question in the survey asked the participants whether they thought the online
studies had changed their sense of belonging. The results were as follows: according to 76.6% of
participants, online studies have had a negative impact on their sense of belonging, while a little less
than a quarter (21.9%) had indicated that online studies did not have any impact – only 1.5% had
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claimed that the transition into online studies had actually changed their sense of belonging for the
better. When parsing through the time spent in higher education, we see that 72.3% of students
who have started their higher education this academic year have stated that online studies have
negatively impacted their sense of belonging, while 27.7% of them said that online studies did not
have any impact – presumably owing the lack of comparison to pre-pandemic times. The group
that most often indicated that online studies did not have an effect on their sense of belonging
were students who had 3 years of in-person university experience.4 The “changed for the better”
option was selected in only the 2 years group (by 11.1% of respondents within that group).5
Figure 3: “In your opinion, has online learning changed your sense of belonging to your
university?”

2.2.2.

Students’ experience with online learning

Another part of Section 2 in the survey asked participants to what extent they agree with a
series of statements. The results were as follows: As far as student wellbeing is concerned, 40.1%
of students have strongly disagreed with the notion that online studies have a positiveeffect on
their personal wellbeing.6 These survey results reinforce the conclusion of a 2020 study of the
4
31.6% of them had chosen the “There was no change” option when asked about how the transition into online learning
affected their sense of belonging - 68.4% had chosen the “It changed for the worse” option.
5
The indications of other groups are as follows: 1 year of in-person university education: 86.4% selected “Changed for the
worse”, 13.6% “Changed for the better; 2 years of in-person university education: 66.7% “Changed for the worse, 22.2% “There
was no change”; 4 years of in-person university experience: 90.9% “Changed for the worse, 9.1% “There was no change”r; 5+
years: 60% “Changed for the worse, 40% “There was no change”.
6
28.5% have said that they rather disagree with the notion – this in turn means that a total 68.6% of students have
expressed their broad disagreement.
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effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on a Polish sample of university students, which has indicated
decreased life satisfaction and wellbeing of students (Rogowska, Kuśnierz i Bokszczanin, 2020).
Furthermore, when asked if they are waiting for the reintroduction of on-campus classes, 73.3%
of students said they agreed.7 A total of 67.8% of students have expressed their disagreement
with the statement that they prefer remote studies to regular, on-campus classes.8 This shows
that there is an overlap between the attribution of a worsened sense of belonging and wellbeing
to forced online learning, with the anticipation for the re-introduction of regular, on-campus
activities and mode of learning, and the proclivity to prefer regular classes over online ones.
Figure 4: “To what extent do you agree with the statements below?” Y-axis indicates the number of
participants.

Most students have also indicated that online studies have had more disadvantages than
advantages – 53% of students have either indicated their strong or partial agreement with that
statement. Given the overtly negative sentiment towards online studies, in light of their negative
impact on students’ sense of belonging and their wellbeing, it is a curious, if not at first glance
paradoxical result, that a substantial minority (31.4%) of survey participants have expressed
partial agreement with the statement: “I like online learning” and a further 8.8% strongly agreed.
Suspecting that the propensity to agree with that statement was positively correlated with
the indication of agreement with the another statement - that “online learning gives me more
opportunities”, we first calculated Cronbach’s alpha to determine the reliability and coherence of

7
53.3% of students fully agreed, and 22% said they rather agree. 8.7% of students did not have a say, and 16% in total
have stated that they either rather disagree (10.2%), or completely disagree (5.8 %).
8

43.1% strongly disagreed, while 24.7% rather disagreed.
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the series of statements9, and then regressed the answers to these statements. Indeed, it turned
out that answers indicating agreement with the statement that “online learning gives me more
opportunities” significantly predicted the agreement with “I like online learning” - β=0.44 t(135)
= 5.28, p>0.05.10 The respondents were not asked to specify how exactly online learning gave
them more opportunities – we speculate it might be because online learning does not require
being physically on campus, and therefore it allows for better time management with regards to
one’s duties. Nonetheless, the results seem to suggest that liking online learning is not due to the
nature of online learning itself, but that it stems from the circumstances that this mode of learning
creates.

2.3.

Student Societies

For the purposes of this report, societies are defined as organisations that gather students
for the purposes of socialisation, development of academic and personal interests, as well as
development of skills. Thus, including groups based on nationality, interests and skills, both
academia-related and not, political associations, as well as sports clubs. Participation in societies
is non obligatory, while certain membership associated fees may be required. Societies tend to
be part of university institutions such as students unions, representative of the university student
body.
Out of the gathered 137 responses, the majority of respondents at 55.5% did not join
any societies in the academic year 2020/2021. In terms of gender, majority of non-joiners, 65%
identify as female, 38.2% as male, and 1.3% as other. Conversely, 44.5% of respondents joined
at least one society in the academic year 2020/2021. Out of the joiners, the majority, or 57%
identify as females and 43% as males. Interestingly, the average sense of belonging, measured on
the scale of 1-10, is 5.1 – much higher compared to the average of 4.0 for the students who did
not join any societies.
In terms of shares per university within the pool of responses, London-based universities
have the most students involved in societies. The university which had the most members of
societies in the current academic year 2020/2021 is LSE with 90.6%. 50% of students at KCL
were part of at least one society and 40.5% of students at SGH. The lowest membership rates
were at UW with 17.6%.
In the yearly shares between society members, the general trend is that the share of society
members decreased with the amount of years of university experience. Majority of students part
With k = 6 (number of statements), the scale reliability coefficient was equal to 0.83, which indicated very
good reliability.
9

10

Additional model information: F(1,135)=27.90, R-squared=0.17, p>0.05.
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of a society in the current 2020/2021 academic year are those who began university during the
pandemic, making up 41% of the respondents. Students with one year experience of in-person
learning make up 34.4% of the respondent population. Those with 2, 3 and 4 years make up 9.8%,
8.2% and 6.6%, respectively. None of the respondents who have 5 and more years of university
experience reported their membership to any societies in the year 2020/2021.

2.3.1.

Comparison to the previous academic year (2019/2020)

In comparing society performance and student engagement to previous years, the analysis
takes into consideration students who started university in the academic year 2019/2020 and
before, as well as students who are members of at least one society in the current, 2020/2021,
academic year. Thus, the following analysis covers the respondent pool of 36 students.

2.3.2.

Student engagement

When asked the question if students joined more societies in the year 2020/2021 (if they
started their degrees before the 2020/2021 academic year) than in previous years, the response
in majority of 67.6% was negative. Conversely, 32.4% of students declared membership in more
societies than in previous years. Those who joined more societies in the 2020/2021 academic
year, declared an average rate of belonging at 6.3, compared to those who did not at 4.8 (on a
scale of 1-10).
Out of those who did not join more societies, there is a fairly equal share between those
who identify as male, 47.8% and female of 52.2%. Conversely, an overwhelming majority of
respondents who identify as female joined more societies in the academic year 2020/2021 than
previously, with 69.2%, while males make up 30.8% of the respondent population.
The in-between university shares highlight more participation from students in the year
2020/2021 than in the previous academic year at Polish universities. Majority, 54.5% of those
study at UW, 27.3% at SGH, and 9.1% at both LSE and KCL.
Those who joined more societies in the 2020/2021 academic year, in majority of 72.9%
have one year experience of studying. Students with 2, 3 and 4 years of experience have an equal
share of 9.1% of increased society membership. No students who have 5 or more years of inperson university experience have reported society membership.

2.3.3.

Performance of societies

When asked if societies had been more active than in the previous year, 50% of respondents’
answers were negative. 27.8% reported they were undecided, and 22.2% agreed.
From the perspective of gender, students providing a negative response were divided
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equally, at 50% between females and males. Out of those who agreed with the statement, 40%
who identified as male and 60% as female. The share between the undecided group is 61.5% for
females and 38.5% for males.
When focusing on university-specific data, the majority of eligible students from KCL and
LSE provided negative responses supported by 75% and 68.8%, respectively. 50% of students at
UW agreed with the statement. Only 30% of students at SGH agreed, while 50% were undecided.
Based on the responses shared by the amount of years of in-person university, the majority of
answers across the years are negative. The responses are illustrated in the table below.
Table 8: “Do you agree that societies are more active this year than in previous academic years?” Share
between years of university attended in person.
1 year

2 years

3 years

4 years

Yes

23.8%

33.3%

0.0%

25.0%

No

42.9%

50.0%

60.0%

75.0%

Undecided

33.3%

16.7%

40.0%

0.0%

Interestingly, out of the students who agreed with the statement, all of them had joined
more societies in the current academic year than in previous years. Out of the students who
didn’t agree with the statement, 83% did not join any new societies, while out of those who were
undecided, 60% did not join, and 40% joined.

2.3.4.

Quality of what societies offer

When investigating the functioning of societies and the associated student satisfaction,
the analysis considers the pool of all students who joined societies, inclusive of 61 respondents.

2.3.4.1.

Quality of Events

The average satisfaction rate for students regarding the quality of events offered by
societies is 5.4, on a scale of 1-10. In terms of gender, the satisfaction rates were higher among
those who identified as females, with the average of 5.3 compared to that of 4.5 for men.
Students who spent 3 years and more at university in-person before moving to online
learning tend to have lower satisfaction scores of the events offered by societies. The highest
averages are among the students who spent 1-2 years at university before online learning, while
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those who began during the pandemic tend to have median averages:
●
●
●
●
●

Start during the pandemic: 4.6
1 year: 5.6
2 years: 7
3 years: 3.5
4 years: 3.7

In approaching the data from the perspective of universities, the highest satisfaction rates
are present at UW with 5.8, and the lowest at LSE with 4.5. Thus, while less students join societies
at universities in Poland, those who do, find the quality of their events more satisfying:
●
●
●
●

UW: 5.8
SGH: 5.6
LSE: 4.5
KCL: 5.4

On average, students who joined more societies in the year 2020/2021 than in the previous
academic year had more positive responses about the quality of events offered by societies. On
a scale of 1-10, the average rating for satisfaction with the quality of events was 7.5 for students
who joined more societies in the year 2020/2021 compared to the previous year. Students that
did not join more societies have the overall average rating of 7.

2.3.4.2.

Fulfillment of expectations

When asked if societies fulfilled students’ expectations, the overall response by 54.1%
eligible respondents was negative. 24.6% of respondents said yes, and 21.3% were undecided on
the matter.
From the gender perspective, both males and females, in majority were undecided regarding
the fulfillment of their expectations, adding up to 68.2% and 57.7%, respectively. In terms of
satisfaction, males had a lower result of 13.6% compared to that of females in 15.4%, while more
females, additionally did not feel that societies were fulfilling their expectations, reaching 26.9%
compared to 18.2% of males.
Regarding university-specific distribution, UW students had the most positive response
with 44.4% students agreeing that societies fulfill students’ expectations. Majority of students
from SGH and LSE disagreed, with 58.8% and 62.1% of students respectively. 50% of KCL
students disagreed with the statement.
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Table 9: “Do the events organised by societies fulfill your expectations?” Share of answers
between universities.
Yes

Undecided

No

UW

44.4%

33.3%

22.2%

SGH

23.5%

17.6%

58.8%

LSE

20.7%

17.2%

62.1%

KCL

16.7%

33.3%

50.0%

Considering the duration of in-person learning compared to students who started their
university education during the pandemic, students with the least university experience, in
majority, were undecided. Those who started university during the pandemic, together with those
who experienced a year in in-person learning were undecided, at 60% and 66.7%, respectively.
50% of students who have 2, 3 and 4 years of in-person learning experience agree with the
statement. 50% of students of 2 and 4 years’ experience were undecided on the statement, while
students of 3 years’ experience in 50% disagree with the statement.
Table 10: “Do the events offered by societies fulfill your expectations?” responses provided per
the amount of years in education at university
Number of years
completed in inperson university
education
Remote start at
university (during
COVID-19)

1 year of studies

2 years of studies

3 years of
studies

4 years of
studies

Yes

20.0%

16.7%

50.0%

50.0%

50.0%

No

20.0%

16.7%

0.0%

50.0%

0.0%

Undecided

60.0%

66.7%

50.0%

0.0%

50.0%

2.3.4.3.

Own engagement in societies

When asked about the frequency of own participation in events organised by student
societies, the majority of 31% answered that they do not participate in them at all. 4.4% said that
they join them once a week; 19.7% – a couple of times in a month; then 8.7% equally answered
that they either participate in them once a month or a few times during term; 21% – a couple of
times a year; and 5,8% said that such events are not organised.
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On average, students evaluate their participation in societies at 5.4 on the scale of 1-10.
Interestingly, the participation average corresponds to the 5.4 average of satisfaction in regard to
events organised by student societies. Thus, suggesting that the quality of proposed events may
influence people’s engagement, and vice versa. In terms of division between genders, those who
identify as female evaluate their involvement, on average, at 5.5. Those who identify as male, on
the other hand, at 5.3.
When focusing on the average engagement rates per university, the results are synonymous.
Students from all three UW, SGH and KCL share the same average of 5.3, while LSE has the highest
self-reported engagement average of 5.5. However, when considering the amount of years of
university experience before the pandemic, the average engagement peaks at 8.2 with students
who experienced 2 years of in-person learning before moving to online university. Students who
started during the pandemic, together with students who have 1 years’ experience of in-person
learning have engagement rates of 4.9 and 5.7, respectively. Students who have 3 and 4 years’
experience of in-person learning rate their engagement at the lowest, of 4.4 and 4.3, respectively.
In terms of student engagement from the perspective of the amount of years spent in
conditions prior to the pandemic, LSE was the only school which the respondents who have
more than 2 years of in-person teaching experience were enrolled at. When focusing on the data
within the timeline between the two years prior to the start of the pandemic, as well as at the
start of the pandemic, the highest self-reporting of engagement in societies is for students who
experienced 2 years of in-person education at all universities. The highest rate for those students
is at the LSE with the average of 10. Thus, suggesting that students who had the opportunity
to both, experience societies within in-person conditions, as well as had more overall university
experience were more likely to show increased engagement in the functioning of societies.
Table 11: Self-reported average engagement rates in societies per number of years in education
at university, scale 1-10
Number
of years
completed
in inperson
university
education

University

Remote start
at university
(during
COVID-19)

1 year of
studies

2 years of
studies

3 years of
studies

4 years of
studies

Average /
university

UW

3.7

5.3

7.0

N/A

N/A

5.3

SGH

5.1

5.3

7.0

N/A

N/A

5.3
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LSE

5.2

6.7

10.0

3.8

4.3

5.5

KCL

4.0

5.3

8.0

N/A

N/A

5.3

2.4.

Extracurricular activities

Furthermore, students were asked to scale their involvement in extracurricular activities,
such as guest lectures, or discussion panels. Informal meetings online were also analysed, for
example drinks on zoom, films screenings, and online game nights with fellow students and staff
from their programme, department or university in general.
For each of these groups, the overwhelming majority of respondents stated that they
did not participate in such events or activities at all. For the first group of these extracurricular
activities the share of such responses reached 32.1%, whereas only 5.8% of students claimed
that they take part in guest lectures or discussion panels once a week or more often. 16.7% said
they do it a couple of times in a month; 7.2% – once a month; 10.9% – a few times during term;
21.9% – a few times a year, and finally 5.1% claimed that such events are not organised.
Secondly, when asked about more informal online meetings with other students or
university staff, the two most common answers were that the respondents do not participate
in them (36.5%), or such events are not organised (18.9%). Only 5.8% said that they join such
meetings once a week; 10.2% – a couple of times in a month; 6.5% – once a month; 8.7% – a few
times during term; and 13% – a couple of times a year.

2.4.1.

Differences according to universities, sex and the number of
academic years attended before the pandemic11

Interestingly, the majority of students who answered that they do not participate in
extracurricular activities or they are not organised, were students of Polish universities (UW –
respectively 41.9% and 33.3%; SGH – 37.2% and 50%), although the number of such responses
from LSE students was also significant – 16.7% and 18.6%12. Nevertheless, LSE students more
often responded that they participate in such events a couple of times in a month – 30.4% (to
compare: KCL – 13%; UW – 17.3%, SGH – 21.7%), as well as once a week or more often – 50%
(KCL – 0%; UW – 37.5%; SGH – 12.5%). Students from KCL represent the most numerous group
11
Elaborations presented in this subsection are based on the answers provided to the first question about students’
participation in guest lectures or discussion panels. Responses to the second question presented similar patterns.
12

KCL students constituted respectively 0% and 2.3% of respondents who provided such answers.
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participating in such events a few times during term (KCL – 33.3%; LSE – 6.25%; UW – 9.8%;
SHG – 9.5%).
There were some differences in responses provided to these questions, according to the sex
of surveyed students. For example, more females than males stated that they do not participate in
such extracurricular events at all (females – 55.8%; males – 44.2%), or that they join them a few
times a year (females – 70%; males – 30%); whereas considerably more males confirmed that they
take part in them once a week or more often (males – 75%; females – 25%).
Further analysis of the number of academic years attended by our respondents in
correlation to their answers revealed that the majority of students who began their studies during
the Covid-19 pandemic most often answered that they do not participate in such activities at
all (34%)13. The same answer was the most common among the students who completed 2
(27.8%)14 and 3 (52.6%)15 years of studies in pre-COVID-19 circumstances. Students who
completed only 1 year of studies before the pandemic most often stated that they participate in
such events a couple of times per year (29%)16, while those who completed 4 years of studies
equally often chose the option of “a couple of times per year” and “do not participate at all”
(both received 27.3% of responses)17. The two most common answers among the last group of
the surveyed students who did 5 and more years of studies before COVID-19 were “a couple
of times per academic year” and “a couple of times in a month” (both constituted 40%)18.

13
23.4% answered that they participate a couple of times in a month; 17% – a couple of times per year; 13.5% – once a
month; 8.5% – once a week; and 2.1% – a couple of times per term.
14
22% answered that they participate a couple of times per year; 16.7% stated that they either join them a couple of times
in a month or term; and 11.1% stated that they participate in them once a week or more often.
15
15.8% chose the option “a couple of times per term”; 10.5% answered that they participate in these events a couple of
times per year or once a month; 5.3% indicated “once a week or more often” and “a couple of times in a month”.
16
21.6% answered that do not participate in them at all; 13.5% respectively indicated “once a month” and “a couple of
times in a month”; 16.2% chose the option “a couple of times in term” and only 2.7% “once a week and more often”.
17
20% respectively answered “once a week or more often”, “once a month” and “a couple of times per term”; 18.2%
answered that they participate in these events a couple of times in a month.
18
20% answered that they do not participate in them at all; and 20% answered that they do join them a couple of times
per term.
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2.4.2.

Motivations for participation in extracurricular activities and their
organisers

To the question of why students participate in these events, the majority of respondents
answered that they are interested in the discussed topics (53.3%), or because they want to
meet new people (49.6%). Then, 31.4%, said that the events are often related to their academic
assignments and the programme of studies, and 27.7% claimed that it is useful for their work or
academic experience. 13.1% join such events because their friends do so too, and 14.6% said that
they have too much free time, so they can spend it on such activities. However, in accordance
with the responses to the previous question, the fourth most common answer (29.2%) was that
the respondents do not engage in such activities at all. Similarly, the respondents who chose this
answer were predominantly from Polish universities (UW – 57.9%, SGH – 39.4%; LSE – 0.1%;
KCL – 2.6%).
The third question in that section was related to the student’s willingness to represent
university in various contests and inter-school events, like competitions, games or olympiads.
43.8% of the surveyed answered that they are not willing to do so, but 24.8% chose the “Yes”
option to that question. One respondent (0.7%) answered that he is already representing his
school (UW) in such events. Nevertheless, a significant number of respondents (30.7%) said
that they would like to represent their university in normal, pre-pandemic circumstances, but
not online. What is also explicit in these answers is that the majority of respondents who chose
this option, were either first-year students (46.3%), or they only studied for 1 year before the
Covid-19 pandemic began (36.6%). It can be assumed that their sense of belonging to school was
weaker than those who had spent more years learning on campuses before the pandemic, and
thus they are less willing to represent their school in such events.
The last question explored who is organising various extracurricular meetings and
workshops, related to wellbeing, sport, careers and others. 61.3% said that these are Student
Union’s events, and 48.2% said it is their department or university staff who organises them.
Then, 25.5% responded that students organise them on their own, and 8.8% said that these
are their academic representatives. A notable group of 21.9% respondents answered that such
events are not organised at all or they have not heard of them. There are no significant differences
between Polish and British universities in terms of who organises such events most often. Both
groups indicated that these activities are usually organised either by Student Union (UW – 70.6%;
SGH – 50%; LSE – 78%; KCL – 16.7%), or their department or university (UW – 37.2%; SGH –
28.6%; LSE – 81.2%; KCL – 66.7%). Yet, interestingly only students from Polish universities stated
that such events are not organised at all with 25.5% from UW and 23.8% from SGH, and they
were predominantly (85.7%) studying economics19.
19

Only one respondent from this group indicated humanities studies.
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2.5.

Connections with other students

Section five of the questionnaire studied the connections and communications of our
respondents with other students. The surveyed were asked to indicate on a scale from 1 to 10
(where 1 meant “very bad” and 10 “very good”) how they would rate their current contacts with
other students in their cohort or programme. The most common answer was 3. In general, the
majority of respondents marked them between 1 and 5 (6.6% – 1; 13.9% – 2; 16.1% – 3; 15.3%
– 4; 13.1% – 5); and only 2.2% rated them as 9, and 3.6% as 10.
Figure 5: “How do you rate your current contacts with other students?” (On a scale from 1 to 10).

There were no significant differences in the provided answers between students from all
four universities. LSE students most often ranked their contacts as 4 (25%), KCL – 6 (33.3%), UW
– 4 (19.6%), and SGH – equally 2 and 3 (both 19%). It can be assumed that all surveyed students
have similar experiences, and they are in general dissatisfied with their contacts. Closer analysis
of the respondents’ sex revelad that females are generally less satisfied with their contacts than
males. They most often ranked them as 3 (18.5%), while the majority of males ranked them as 7
(21.8%). According to the years of studies attended before the pandemic, it is noteworthy that
most students who spent 1, 3 and 4 years of studies were ranking them similarly like those who
began studies during lockdowns – all groups most commonly ranked their contacts as 2, 3 or 4.20
At the same time the students who completed 5 and more years of studies before the pandemic
most often ranked their contacts as 7 (40%). The most “undecided” group was those who had
studied for 2 years before COVID-19. 16.7% chose respectively option 2, 3, 5 and 8.
Secondly, the students were asked how they keep in touch with their friends and other
students from their cohort or university. The most common answer was social media, including
Facebook groups, and group chats on messaging apps – 89.1% chose this option. 70.8% answered
that they keep in touch with other individuals on messaging apps, but what is interesting, 28.5%
20
Began studies during Covid-19 – 4 (21.3%); One year of studies before Covid-19 – 2 and 3 (16.2% respectively); Three
years of studies – 4 (26.3%); Four years of studies – 3 (27.3%).
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admitted that they meet with their friends in person. 19% use online meetings applications, such
as Zoom, MS Teams or Skype to talk with other students, and 8.8% claimed that they do not keep
in touch with anyone. And while direct messaging other students implies that the respondents
have a moderately good contact with others, being part of groups on social media can mean that
these relations are rather superficial and they are used for exchanging information about courses,
rather than building deep and meaningful relationships.
This is reflected in the following question, in which the respondents were asked to choose
the statement that they most relate to. 62% agreed that they met less people than before the
pandemic, and that these new relations are not close. The two following statements received
similar numbers of responses, and imply the congruous conclusion.13.1% said that they met a
lot of new people, but these relations are not close, and 12.4% agreed that they met less people
while studying online, but these are closer relationships. Only 1.5% of the respondents said that
they made a lot of new and close friendships during online studies. One respondent added her
own insight, that “It is impossible to get to know people, who you never saw in person”21. The
respondents also mostly agreed that studying online has a negative impact on the quality
of new acquaintances – 83.9% confirmed this statement, and 2.9% disagreed. A significant
number of respondents (13.1%) found it difficult to evaluate.
Figure 6: “How, in your opinion, does studying online impact the quality of new acquaintances?”

Lastly, the surveyed were asked about meeting other students in person. The majority of
36.5% stated that they have not had a chance to meet anyone from their cohort or university
outside of online classes, and 34.3% admitted that they have met less people in person, than they
did while studying before the pandemic. 17.5% simply stated that they have met few people in
person in general during online studies, in comparison to 5.8%, who said they still meet with a lot
of other students, outside of online classes. Noteworthy, these were mostly students from LSE
21

Original comment in Polish: “Nie da się poznać osób, których nigdy nie widziało się na żywo.”
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(87.5%)22, who either began their studies during the Covid-19 pandemic, or completed only 1 year
of in-person studies before that (75%). It can be assumed that they had a chance to participate in
various activities for integrating freshmen students in London, in between the periods of stricter
lockdown measures. Only one respondent claimed that she has met more people in person
while studying online, in comparison to her studies at SGH before the pandemic. 5.1% of the
respondents were unsure how to answer.

2.6.

The pandemic reality and mitigation measures

The transition of classes – and more broadly, of the whole university experience – to online
platforms proved to be a great challenge, not only for university staff, but also for students. 75.2%
of survey participants have reported a loss of or impeded contact with their fellow students due
to this transition. When it comes to contact with their teaching staff – 45.3% declared the same
problems. 67.9% have had reported problems accessing their university library, and 66.4% further
report problems with accessing campus facilities.
Students have also reported general problems with access to course material and online
resources – a total 20.4% reported that they have encountered problems with access to lectures
or seminars, while 30.7% of students reported problems accessing resources necessary for
class. 16.8% have indicated problems with attaining resources necessary for the completion of
research projects. 10.9% have declared that the transition to online learning did not generate any
(additional) challenges. The change in the mode of operation of universities has also impacted
the provision of services and facilities, such as careers services, administrative help and library
services – 34.3% of students have indicated problems with or a complete lack of access to these
amenities.
Such a sudden forced shift into a new educational paradigm naturally came with its own set
of challenges and problems, some of which have been indicated by the survey results. However,
given that these circumstances have already been present for a year, it would be expected that
universities take necessary action to minimise the impact of the pandemic on higher education. In
order to assess the perceived efficiency of these actions, we have asked our survey’s participants
to evaluate the measures, taken by their university, that were aimed at minimizing the impact of
the pandemic on student experience – on a scale of 1-10. The average assessment was 5.16 –
and the two most prevalent answers were 4 and 5 – both were chosen by 15.3% of participants.
As in the sense of belonging metric, the answers were evenly distributed throughout the middle
of the scale. An extreme evaluation of 1 out of 10 was chosen by 6.6% of participants, while 3.6%
have chosen a 10 out of 10.

22

One respondent from this group indicated SGH.
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In terms of the efficacy of mitigation measures of individual universities, LSE’s actions were
appraised highest by its students – they were given an average of 5.84 out of 10.23 KCL came in
second, whose students gave it an average of 5.5 out of ten. Third place belonged to SGH – with
an average of 5.42 out of 10, and University of Warsaw’s measures were rated the lowest by its
students – at an average 5.16 out of ten. These results paint a picture of a moderate success of
universities’ attempts to mitigate the effects of the pandemic on student experience, but they are
far from being overtly negative – especially in the case of LSE and King’s College London, whose
attempts to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on student experience were rated slightly higher
than in their Polish counterparts. Therefore, it would be fair to say that efforts have been taken by
universities, but that the efficacy of those efforts is equivocal.
Figure 7: “How do you evaluate the university’s actions towards minimising the influence of the
pandemic on the experience of being a student? (On the scale of 1-10)”

Students were also asked whether there were any additional measures that their
universities could undertake in order to positively affect their sense of belonging – 52.6% said
“No”, while 47.4% affirmed that indeed such measures could be undertaken. Those who answered
affirmatively were asked to expand on what additional measures they had in mind. Most of them
pointed towards measures fostering student integration – i.e. organising icebreakers and events
aimed at integration within departments and degree profiles, organising webinars, themed events –
movie nights, game nights, students-staff meetings, as well as implementing more group exercises
and projects in class, so that students could get acquainted through working together. Many
students were also keen on the provision of psychological support and basic student well-being
measures, in light of the toll the pandemic circumstances have taken on mental health. Several
respondents have indicated a feeling of being left alone and the perceived lack of interest with
their mental well-being on the part of their university – such complaints were raised by students
of the University of Warsaw.

23
LSE and KCL were still providing in-person teaching, i.e. seminars, throughout most of the Michaelmas term, which might
partly explain their edge over Polish universities.
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Other responses included the provision of widely understood support – technical, financial,
and otherwise. Some students had also proposed organising longer seminars, more interactive
contact hours, as well as keeping students better informed with regards to the developments in
universities’ modi operandi in these changing circumstances.

2.7. Additional comments
In the final open question, the respondents were given the opportunity to add any other
comments and observations they might have, which were not addressed in the questionnaire.
One student from the University of Warsaw noticed that lecturers prepare long and complex
questions for online exams, giving the students too little time to provide answers. Another
student from the same university believed that school authorities do not take enough action to
enable sooner return to in-person education. She is dissatisfied with the lack of transparency in
communication with students and other staff, according to the planned date of return to campus.
She also noticed that not enough attention is being paid to the current epidemiological situation
while making decisions. Similarly, students’ psychological wellbeing is not considered as important,
as well as the effects of low-quality classes, and the general difficult experience of online studies.
She concluded with the statement: “I believe that students are completely disregarded, and their
interests are not taken into account during the process of decision making”24.
Some respondents noticed that online studies indeed negatively affect the social side of
studying but at the same time students do not have to commute or stress about being late for
classes. They can also dedicate more time to part-time employment. Nevertheless, the students
who participated in the questionnaire are also worried about the general isolation and the lack of
random meetings on campus, which for many is particularly stressful. Another respondent added
that she wants to “finally meet the people” with whom she is studying, and two others argued that
the pandemic “destroyed studying” and “online studies suck”.
Additionally, the strong focus on remote education impeded fieldwork, for example for
anthropology students at the University of Warsaw. This in turn affects their studies in general,
as they will not possess any experience or practical knowledge before graduation, which
was observed by two of the respondents. One of them added that the university authorities
are not concerned with that problem, as after all “diploma is the only thing that matters”.

24
Original comment in Polish: “[...] Czuję, że studenci są całkowicie lekceważeni i że przy podejmowaniu decyzji nasz
interes jest na ostatnim miejscu”.
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2.8.

Conclusions

The second section of the report analysed the specific impacts of online learning on the
students’ sense of belonging to their universities. The seven sections discussed the changes in
these feelings during the pandemic, and their general attitudes towards online learning, and the
impacts it has had on various social activities.
For most respondents, a sense of belonging was defined as a feeling of being part of a
community with other students, lecturers and seminar convenors, for some it meant the sheer
fact of studying at a specific institution or taking part in extracurricular activities and student
societies. The self-assessment of the respondents’ sense of belonging illustrated that most of
them feel a moderate or weak-moderate (3-4 out of 10) sense of belonging, with some outliers
indicating a very strong sense of belonging. There was a pronounced national difference in the
indicated sense of belonging, as the UK-based universities averaged a 5.11 out of 10, while
Polish-based – a substantially lower 4.2 out of 10.
It was observed that the self-assessed engagement in student life significantly predicted
students’ sense of belonging, in a way that gender and the country of study did not in, at least
in a statistically significant way. The key takeaway from that finding is that being engaged with
student initiatives or being part of student societies may increase students’ sense of belonging,
and considering that for the majority of respondents (76.6%) online learning has had a negative
impact on their sense of belonging, this may be an important piece of information for current
and prospective students struggling to develop a sense of belonging to their institution. A similar
proportion (73.3%) of students have agreed that the reintroduction of in-person teaching is
something that they are waiting for. In light of the negative sentiment towards online learning
and a longing for usual, in-person classes, it is a curious that observation substantial minority
(40.2%) of students have still expressed agreement with the statement “I like online learning” –
however, as the regression analysis had shown, the agreement with that notion was significantly
predicted by the agreement with another notion – that “online learning provides me with more
opportunities”, which might in turn partly explain this seeming paradox.
Furthermore, it was analysed whether and how the respondents got involved in student’s
life. Very important aspect of that is membership in student societies, as well as participation in
various extracurricular activities. The results prove the significance of society membership on
overall satisfaction and students’ sense of belonging. Students who joined societies expressed a
higher average sense of belonging rate at 5.1, compared to 4.0, that of students who did not take
part in any societies. This was further enhanced by taking part in more societies in the academic
year 2020/2021 (compared to the previous year, when applicable). Thus, accounting for an
increase in average sense of belonging rates of 6.3 for those who joined more societies, compared
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to those who did not at 4.8. The highest membership rates are present among the students
who have experienced 2 years of in-person learning prior to the start of the pandemic. 50%
of respondents agreed that societies were not more active during online learning. The average
satisfaction rates regarding events organised by societies reached 5.4, which corresponds to a
5.4 average in students’ own evaluation of participation in the student groups (both on the scale
of 1-10). While students from UK-based universities are more likely to be involved in student
societies than those attending universities in Poland. Interestingly, however, the satisfaction rates
remain higher for those studying in Warsaw than in London.
The discrepancies between results from Poland and the UK might be a testament to
the more developed culture and role of student societies within the English academic realm,
compared to Poland, where student initiatives are still not as popular. The findings suggest a
potentially worthwhile strategy for universities and student societies in both countries wishing
to strengthen the sense of belonging of their students – which would be to implement measures
aimed at maximizing membership figures, as well as making these societies and student initiatives
compelling for prospective members.
It was observed that in general students’ of all four surveyed universities are participating
to a lesser extent in guest lectures, discussion panels and other informal meetings online. The
overwhelming majority of respondents stated that they do not participate in such events or
activities at all. According to the first group of the examined extracurricular activities, the share
of such responses reached 32.1%, whereas only 5.8% of students claimed that they take part
in guest lectures or discussion panels once a week or more often. In terms of more informal
online meetings with other students or university staff, the two most common answers were that
the respondents do not participate in them (36.5%), or such events are not organised (18.9%).
However, there are significant differences between Polish and British universities. The majority
of students who answered that they do not participate in extracurricular activities or they are
not organised, were studying at UW or SGH, whereas LSE and KCL students were most often
choosing the options of “once a month” or “a couple of times in term”. There was also a significant
correlation between the number of academic years completed before the beginning of the
Covid-19 pandemic – those who studied longer, participated in such events more often, and
those who have just started studying were most often declaring that they do not participate in
extracurricular activities at all. Students in general are also less willing to represent their schools
in competitions and contests, however the majority indicated that they would be more interested
in doing that in in-person circumstances.
Moreover, most respondents agreed that remote learning negatively affects the social side
of their education, as 83.9% stated that it is more difficult to make new friends during online
studies. A significant number of students also did not have a chance to meet any other students
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from their cohort or programme in person (36.5%), and most students agree that they have met
much less people than in pre-Covid-19 circumstances (34.3%).
Finally, the forced shift into the new pandemic circumstances has disrupted the way that
universities operate, and has generated a number of problems for students – impeded contact
with fellow students and staff, disrupted access to university resources, libraries, as well as other
campus facilities. The universities have undertaken a set of mitigation measures in order to ensure
continued functioning and safeguard student experience, at least in principle. The appraisal of
these measures, carried out by survey respondents, has painted a picture of moderate efficiency
– the average appraisal was 5.16 out of 10. Similarly to the indications of the sense of belonging,
there was a national difference in the assessment of pandemic mitigation measures undertaken
by universities – the UK-based universities’ efforts have received an average 5.67 out of 10, while
the efforts of Polish universities – an average of 5.29 out of 10. The LSE’s measures have been
ranked the highest, at 5.84 out of 10, while University of Warsaw’s at 5.16 out of 10 – the lowest
from the 4 assessed universities. When looking at these results it is important to remember that
LSE and KCL were still providing in-person seminars throughout most of the Michaelmas term,
and that this might have had an effect on the propensity of students to appraise the UK-based
universities higher.
Respondents have also suggested further measures they felt their universities could
implement in an effort to safeguard students’ sense of belonging – these measures included
fostering student integration, protecting students’ psychological well-being, as well as the provision
of widely understood technical, financial and administrative support.
All in all, the survey proved that the students are in general feeling less connected to their
university, its community and their friends or other students. The lack of in-person social activities
has had an impact on the student’s sense of belonging as well as contacts and the quality of
relationships with other students. Additionally, some differences have been observed between
those who completed more years of studies before the pandemic, in relation to those who began
studying this or last academic year. The latter group, in general, has a weaker sense of belonging.
Additionally, it was observed that due to the variety of offered extracurricular activities, students
at British universities felt slightly more connected to their cohorts and university, than students
at Polish schools. However, an interesting question arises – whether the sense of community and
engagement with student life was lacking there before the transition of studies online, or if it was
pandemic-induced – this in itself warrants further research on this topic.
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3. Final remarks
The global Covid-19 pandemic has demanded adaptations on all fronts of functioning within
the society during these unprecedented times. Universities gathering thousands of students and
staff were some of the first institutions that faced adaptations in line with government regulations.
This implied immediate changes to their forms of operating, including, primarily the switch to
online learning platforms. While much focus has been given to the functioning of universities, not
much attention has been given to students themselves and their experiences. This report, through
a comparative approach, seeks to voice the perspective of Polish students studying in Poland and
the United Kingdom and how university responses to mitigating the effects of the pandemic on
university education have affected their sense of belonging to their respective universities.
Our main objective was to draw attention to the decreased sense of belonging of students
to their universities, resulting from the switch to online education. The initial desk research of the
changes introduced by the universities to facilitate further learning and social events in line with
the Covid-19 related restrictions, constituted the basis for the analysis of the survey conducted
among the students of the four chosen universities.
A sense of belonging to the institution at which one is studying is an abstract, yet important
indicator of student satisfaction and wellbeing, which in turn might play into a number of other
aspects of student life – motivation to study, engagement in activities, networking. The analysis
of ‘technical’ solutions implemented by each university allowed us to better understand actions
undertaken by schools’ authorities. Although it seems that universities did their best to adapt to
these new, online circumstances, the student’s well being has been significantly affected. Despite
some technical issues related to online studying, students seemed to be quite satisfied with
this mode of learning, which additionally resulted in more free time, and less stress related to
commuting or taking exams.
Nevertheless, the report revealed how important is the social aspect of studying. Contacts
with other students, participation in extracurricular activities and student societies, as well as
integration with one’s cohort, all significantly improve the sense of belonging, and the general
satisfaction with studying. Remote learning, despite some efforts undertaken by the universities
and student unions, prevented students from fully participating in campus life since the beginning
of the pandemic. The question arises, what impacts might it have on future education? The
current epidemiologic situation prevents any estimates according to the possible dates of return
to in-person learning. Additionally, has the experience of studying during the pandemic impacted
students’ choices for further education? It was observed that many young people decided to
continue with their Master’s degree because of the uncertain economic situation, however, what
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about those who began studying during the pandemic? Will they be willing to continue their
education without a sense of belonging? It is worth observing these issues in the future, as a sense
of belonging is indisputably a crucial element of education, and it impacts the general quality of
attending universities.
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5. Appendix
Appendix A
Data supplied by Department of Business Assurance in King’s College London as a request
under the Freedom of Information Act 2000
Student numbers and Average degree results:

Appendix B
Detailed admissions statistics in University of Warsaw as well as London School of Economics
Tables: Undergraduates and Graduate students in past 3 academic years at University of Warsaw
Undergraduate
students and longcycle students
Academic Year

Number of new students

Number of available places

2018/2019

11926

14387

2019/2020

11415

12078
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2020/2021

11080

12136

Graduate students
Academic Year

Number of new students

Number of available places

2018/2019

6060

9541

2019/2020

6011

7644

2020/2021

6109

7309

Tables: Admission statistics for 2020/21 and 2019/20 at London School of Economics
LSE admissions in
2020/21

Applications

Offers

Offer rate

Registrations

Registration rate

Undergraduate

22755

5367

0.23586

2124

0.093342123

Graduate

44731

12809

0.286356

6198

0.138561624

Total

67488

18176

0.269322

8322

0.123310811

MSc+MRes admissions comparison

Applications

Offers

Offer rate

2019/20

42899

10676

0.248864

2020/21

43338

12809

0.29556

Back to contents

65

The impact of COVID-19 on higher education in Poland and the United Kingdom

Appendix C
Statistics relating to the changes of exam results in 2020/21 to previous years in LSE and in
KCL
LSE
Please find below final results from 4 undergraduate courses at the LSE over the last 5 years (except
for FM213, which was launched in 2018/19). This is to present the difference in the results when the
exams were held under unusual conditions in the Summer exam period in 2020. At the bottom of each
table, there is a description of standard exam conditions for the particular course. At the top, there is a
description of the exam style during pandemic.
Table: changes in the distribution of marks in EC100 form 2016 to 2020
EC100 Year

results

mean

standard deviation

minimum

q25

median

q75

max

2016

347

63.3

10.96

0

58

64

75

89

2017

309

61.9

12.72

0

55

62

77

87

2018

318

64.3

12.04

0

59

66

76

89

2019

390

65.3

12.11

0

60

67

78

88

2020

356

66.8

10.68

0

61

68

78

91

Before

Table: changes in the distribution of marks in ST102 form 2016 to 2020
ST102 Year

results

mean

standard deviation

minimum

q25

median

q75

max

2016

599

61.2

21.87

0

47

64

78

100

2017

613

63.3

21.6

0

49

66

80

100

2018

639

64

21.79

0

51

69

81

99

2019

674

65.1

20.68

0

51

66

82

100

2020

612

74

11.61

0

68

75

82

98

Before

Table: changes in the distribution of marks in IR200 form 2016 to 2020
IR200 Year

results

mean

standard deviation

minimum

q25

median

q75

max

2016

206

64.8

8.91

0

62

65

70

82

2017

118

64.5

6.62

43

61

64

68

82

2018

120

66.4

7.39

0

64

66

70

80
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2019

58

62.6

6.25

50

57

62

66

83

2020

68

67.7

10.61

0

63

67

72

90

Before

Table: changes in the distribution of marks in FM213 form 2019 to 2020

Year

results

mean

standard deviation

minimum

q25

median

q75

max

2019

392

66.1

12.54

40

57

67

75

93

2020

462

82.3

12.19

40

76

85

91

100

Before

KCL
Table: Average assessment scores in 2018/19 and 2019/20 academic years for chosen faculties at
King’s College London
Faculty

Academic Year

Dickson Poon School of Law

2018/19

65.1464

2019/20

65.54601

2018/19

64.78842

2019/20

68.68058

2018/19

64.8462

2019/20

65.26283

2018/19

64.70772

2019/20

65.52206

Faculty of Natural & Mathematical
Sciences

Faculty of Social Science & Public
Policy

King’s Business School

Average Score

% Change

0.61%

6.01%

0.64%

1.26%
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Appendix D
Sense of belonging of students to their universities during online learning – the Survey
[translated from Polish by the authors]
Introduction
Hello! We are running a survey among Polish students at LSE, KCL, SGH and UW regarding their sense
of belonging to their respective universities during online learning. The survey consists of 35 questions. It
should take you about 10-15 minutes to complete.
Your answers are anonymous and will be used to investigate whether the switch to online learning
has affected students’ sense of belonging, as well as the changes they experienced in relation to their
extracurricular engagement, as well as making new friends.
The survey is part of a report about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on tertiary education in Poland
and the United Kingdom, prepared by the Research Unit - a research team of the LSE SU Polish Business
Society. The report will be published in April 2021 on www.polisheconomicforum.org.
Thank you very much for your answers!
Section 1: Students’ profiles
1. Gender
a. Female
b. Male
c. Other
2. Age
a. 18-21
b. 22-25
c. 26-29
d. 30+
3. Where do you currently study?
a. London School of Economics
b. King’s College London
c. Warsaw Business School
d. University of Warsaw
4. What type of a degree are you currently enrolled in?
a. Social sciences
b. Economics
c. Natural sciences
d. Other
5. How many years of in-person university pre-COVID-19 did you experience? (Inclusive of all degrees
and universities)
a. I started university during the COVID pandemic (academic year 2020-2021)
b. 1 year
c. 2 years
d. 3 years
e. 4 years
f. 5 years and more
Section 2: Online university and the sense of belonging
1. What does a sense of belonging mean to you? (Select all that apply)
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2.

a.
b.
c.
d.

Feeling of forming a community with fellow students, lecturers and seminar convenors
The fact of studying at a specific university
The participation in extracurricular activities and student societies
Other

a. 1 (I don’t feel part of my university) - 10 (I very strongly feel part of my university)
3. To what extent do you agree with the statements below?
I strongly
agree

I agree

Undecided

I disagree

I strongly
disagree

I like online
learning
I prefer
online to
in-person
learning
Online
learning
positively
influences my
well-being
I am looking
forward to
returning to
in-person
learning
I think
that online
university
has more
Online
university
gives me
more
opportunities
4. In your opinion, has online learning changed your sense of belonging to your university?
a. It changed for the worse
b. It changed for the better
c. There was no change
5. On a scale of 1-10 how do you evaluate your engagement in the student life of your degree/year
cohort?
a. 1 (I am not engaged at all) - 10 (I am very engaged)
6. How do you engage in student life during online university? (Select all that apply)
a. I am part of at least one student society
b. I am part of the students union/university parliamentary body
c. I keep in touch with my fellow students
d. I take part in non-compulsory lectures and discussion groups
e. I don’t engage in student life during online studies
7. Did you join any student societies in the academic year 2020/2021?
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a. Yes
b. No
Section 3: Student Societies
1. Did you join more societies in the current academic year, than you did in the previous year
2019/2020?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Not applicable
2. Do you agree with the statement that student societies are more active in the current academic
year 2020/2021 than in the previous year?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Undecided
3. How do you evaluate the quality of events offered by student societies in the year 2020/2021?
a. 1 (very low - there are few events and/or they don’t interest me) - 10 (very high - there is a
lot of events and/or they are interesting)
4. Do events organised by student societies fulfill your expectations?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Undecided
5. On a scale of 1-10, how do you evaluate your engagement in student societies?
a. 1 (very low) - 10 (very high)
Section 4: Extracurricular activities
1. On average, how frequently do you attend:
Once a
week or
more

A couple
Once a
of times in month
a month

A couple
of times
per term

A couple
of times
per
academic
year

I don’t
participate

They
are not
organised

Nonobligatory
events
at the
university
(e.g. guest
lectures/
discussion
groups)
Events
organised
by student
societies
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Informal
meetings
online
(e.g. group
drinks
/ films/
playing
games)
with
the year
cohort,
other
students
2. Why do you participate in extracurricular activities?
a. They interest me
b. I want to meet new people
c. I join because my friends do
d. It is associated with my academic interests / academic writing / my course
e. I have a lot of free time
f. I want to gain work experience
g. I do not engage in extracurricular activities
3. If you had the opportunity to represent your university at any contest or inter-university events,
would you?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Yes in in-person circumstances, but not online
4. Who at your university organises events associated with the themes of health, sports, wellbeing or
careers, that are not strictly related to your degree?
a. My department / the university staff
b. Academic representatives
c. The Students Union
d. Students by themselves
e. No such events are organised, or I have not heard of them
Section 5: Connections with other students
1. How do you rate your current contacts with other students?” (On a scale from 1 to 10)
a. 1 (very bad) - 10 (very good)
2. How do you keep in touch with other students?
a. I am a member of Facebook groups, group chats on Messenger or Whatsapp
b. Individually through private conversations
c. I meet in groups online over Zoom / Skype / MS Teams, etc.
d. I meet with friends in person
e. I do not keep in touch with anyone
3. Please read the below statements and select one, which you feel most strongly connected to:
a. I met a lot of new people during online university and the relations are close
b. I met a lot of new people during online university but the relations are not close
c. I met less people than during in-person learning and the relations are not close
d. None of the above applies
4. How, in your opinion, does studying online impact the quality of new acquaintances?
a. It has a negative impact
b. It has a positive impact
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c. I don’t know
5. Please read the below statements about the academic year 2020/2021 and select one, which you
feel most strongly connected to:
a. I met a lot of new people in person
b. I met a few new people in person
c. I met more new people in person than during in-person learning
d. I met less new people in person than during in-person learning
e. I didn’t have the opportunity to meet anyone in-person
f. It is hard to estimate
Section 6: The Universities
1. Was switching to online learning associated with any of the challenges below? Please select all that
apply.
a. Lost or more challenging contact with coursemates / other students
b. Lost or more challenging contact with teaching staff
c. Lack of or more challenging access to the university campus / buildings
d. Lack of or more challenging access to the library
e. Lack of or more challenging access to lectures and seminars (e.g. due to unstable internet
connection / unavailability of a computer)
f. Lack of or more challenging access to university services (e.g. careers services, administrative
or library support)
g. Lack of or more challenging access to materials required or useful for my courses
h. Lack of or more challenging access to materials useful to writing my undergraduate or
postgraduate thesis / academic research / my PhD
i. Studying
online
did
not
create
any (additional)
challenges
for me
2. Please indicate how the following classes are run at your course:

They are prerecorded and
published

They are live
and recorded

They are
live but not
recorded

A mix

I don’t have
such classes

I agree

I strongly agree

Lectures
Course group
Seminars
Labs
3. To what extent do you agree with the statements below?
I strongly
disagree

I disagree

Undecided

My university
prepared all
infrastructure
required for
online learning
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The
university
supports
me during
hardship
I can
count on
professional
support from
the university
(e.g.
psychologist,
peer support
groups)
I can count
on my
professors/
academic
mentor
during times
of hardship
(e.g. mental
health or any
other trouble)
I can count
on my
coursemates’
support
1. How do you evaluate the university’s actions towards minimising the influence of the pandemic on
the experience of being a student? (On the scale of 1-10)
a. 1 (very negatively) - 10 (very positively)
2. Did you experience any technical difficulties during online learning? If yes, what were they?
3. Do you think that any of the solutions implemented by your university during online learning
should remain after the end of the pandemic? If yes, which ones?
4. Do you agree with the following statement: “Given the current circumstances, my university could
take additional actions and measures that would positively influence my sense of belonging”?
a. Yes
b. No
5. If you answered “Yes” in the previous question, what actions do you think could be taken by your
university?
Section 8 - The End
1. Is there anything else you would like to share?
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