
Inclusive Decision-Making  

 

 
Implications for decision-making during the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

 
At the present moment we particularly need to  consider how the COVID19 pandemic, and our actions 
to address it will impact economically, politically, culturally, and socially—and how those far-ranging 
impacts are dependent on the multitude of identities, situations and communities that make up our 
university1.   
 
Please see below for areas you may need to consider specifically in relation to changes to operating 
models as a response to COVID19.  This guidance also reflects the Office for Students regulatory 
context in relation to access and participation plans and institutional concerns relating to inclusion for 
some groups of students and staff.  This provides context for considering the impact on different 
groups when planning but is not exhaustive and unintended impacts may continue to emerge. 
Identities are complex and intersect - the context of each decision will determine how different groups 
are affected. 
 
 
1. Accessibility 

• Remote learning can offer relief from the inaccessibility of campus and normalise the physical 
and emotional isolation that being disabled often brings.    

• Virtual learning can provide the flexibility of recorded and asynchronous material, meaning 
students can study at their chosen time or pace, or playback a class more than once for those 
with learning disabilities.   

• Provision of closed captioning on videos and/or transcripts of lectures will be key to ensuring 
teaching delivery remains accessible. 

• Access to the required assistive technology is essential in ensuring student participation and 
feedback, and this applies equally to tools needed to facilitate remote working for staff.   

• Staff and students should be fully supported in adapting to this new way of learning/working 
as it is easy to assume that most will be digitally competent and able to quickly master any 
new technologies, when this may not be the case.    

• Access to specialist technology – as well as consideration of how site licences might operate 
remotely– will be crucial to enable members of our disabled community to remain connected 
with colleagues, students, teachers, collaborators, and customers.   

 
2. Reasonable Adjustments 

• All activity linked to the provision of education and associated student services is subject to 
the legal anticipatory duty to make reasonable adjustments.  Any decisions must anticipate 
the needs of current and future disabled students.   

• The reasonable adjustment duty applies to people once they are in employment, so it is vital 
that we consider adjustments to enable staff to do their jobs in their home environments.   

• New frameworks and approaches must be developed within this context, whilst allowing for 
additional flexibility to meet individual requirements to alleviate any disadvantage.   

 
1 Further information about the emerging impact of COVID19 on widening participation and BAME students has been 
produced by the Student Inclusion Team.  Guidance on the impact on BAME staff has been developed by HR’s D&I Team.   

 

https://uob-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/personal/rezap_bristol_ac_uk/_layouts/15/Doc.aspx?sourcedoc=%7B72CA0E8C-2878-4B3D-A150-326E8A115E7C%7D&file=Supporting%20widening%20participation%20(WP)%20students%20through%20the%20COVID-19%20crisis.docx&action=default&mobileredirect=true
https://uob-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/rezap_bristol_ac_uk/EbOEeyox0ixLrwRKj4iKJOQBgqGOIKO2w7HkTSIrxMIE1w?e=7v0RBs
http://bristol.ac.uk/inclusion/race/


• Legally the costs of reasonable adjustments must be met by the University, and not by the 
disabled person themselves.   

 
3. Disabled people 

▪ Students and staff with ASD, anxiety disorders and some other mental 
health diagnoses are reporting significantly higher levels of stress as a result of the pandemic 
itself and changes to teaching and assessment. This will continue to be a concern should 
there be an ongoing need for rapid changes to operating models.   

▪ Students and staff who are disabled as a result of underlying health conditions which also 
make them vulnerable to COVID19 may have been shielding or self-isolating for long periods 
already, and may be experiencing additional worry, stress, and isolation as a result. They may 
need additional protection and flexibility when it comes to returning to face-to-face teaching, 
accommodation or work. 

▪ Intensive teaching, extended days and weekends could be an issue for students and staff 
whose disability causes fatigue.   

▪ Risk for students on professional programmes such as Medicine and Veterinary Science 
around completion of placements and practical elements of these programmes. 

▪ Some aspects of blended learning and remote delivery will be more inclusive and accessible 
for disabled students, provided the technologies they are required to use are compatible with 
assistive technologies.  It is vital that the accessibility of all technology is tested at the earliest 
stages of planning. 

▪ We may see an increase in mental health disabilities such as anxiety and depression during 
and following the pandemic which may lead to increased demand for staff and student 
counselling and wellbeing services.   
 

4. Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups 
▪ The pandemic is bringing racial inequalities into sharp focus - pre-existing ethnic inequalities 

have had an adverse impact on the number of BAME people affected by Covid-19.  
▪ Higher rates of infection, ICU treatment and deaths in BAME communities mean BAME 

students and staff are more likely to be impacted by illness and bereavement in their families 
and communities. This has the potential to place additional stress on this group and impact 
on their mental health & wellbeing.  

▪ Whilst we are not seeing a high impact of this immediately it is anticipated that there will be 
longer term impacts on students’ and staff mental health and wellbeing in coming months and 
years which will need support. Specialist mental health provision will be vital to the BAME 
community as the situation continues to evolve.   

▪ New models for education and student life need to ensure that BAME students have 
meaningful opportunities to build communities and networks with others who they feel 
connected to outside of their course in order to feel a sense of belonging, and support mental 
health and wellbeing. 

▪ Assurances of safety will also be of paramount importance as this group is identified as being 
at higher risk.  Although there has been speculation about the reasons for this, it is still unclear 
why this is the case.   

 
5. Socio-economic factors 

• The pandemic has clearly highlighted issues around privilege and economic inequities – the 
differing experiences of social distancing or isolation for those with comfortable living spaces 
with gardens, for example, or the lack of suitable home working or study space for others.    

▪ Students from low income households are more likely to be in financial hardship due to loss 
of earnings from their part-time and summer paid work.  

▪ Some students may not have access to laptops or wi-fi and/or may have low bandwidth 
internet provision, or may not have quiet private space to study, which will affect access 
to online teaching and assessments.  



▪ Socio-economic inequalities also affect who is at greatest risk of COVID-19 infection, 
developing symptoms, and dying from the disease. This means that students and staff 
from low income backgrounds may also be more emotionally impacted by illness and 
bereavement in their families and communities, which could have long-lasting effects on 
mental health and wellbeing. 

▪ Social mobility issues could also impact on our students and staff after the pandemic ends due 
to the likely economic downturn that follows.  Students who may not have been facing 
financial hardship could be in a very different position in September due to their 
parents/carers losing jobs or businesses.  Staff may also be affected, and this may lead to an 
increase in chaotic home environments, impacting on people’s ability to work at home and on 
mental health.   

 
6. LGBT+ community (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender & other sexualities, and gender 

minorities) 
▪ Students and staff who are not out to their families or flatmates may struggle to access 

support remotely and confidentially (from halls/shared houses/home). 
▪ Staff or students who may be estranged from their families will be impacted during lockdown 

as opportunities for social connection diminish. 
▪ New models for education and student life need to ensure that LGBT+ students have 

meaningful opportunities to build communities and networks with others who they feel 
connected to outside of their course in order to feel a sense of belonging, and support mental 
health and wellbeing. 

▪ Trans people face delays or cancellations on essential gender-affirming treatment, which 
many have been waiting years to access. 

 
7. Mature students and older workers 

▪ Mature students are more likely to be reliant on paid employment and to have dependants 
and therefore to be at risk of financial difficulties from lost earnings. 

▪ Mature students are more likely to be managing family responsibilities while 
studying. Intensive teaching, extended days and weekend or short-notice changes to 
timetables may create additional challenges for staff and students with caring 
responsibilities.  

▪ Older mature students and workers might not be as familiar with digital environments and 
may need support with using digital learning platforms required for blended learning or 
remote working. 

▪ Assurances of safety will also be of paramount importance for staff and students in age groups 
that put them at higher risk.  

 
8. Care leavers and estranged students  

▪ Students who are studying without the support of their families do not usually have another 
home to return to away from Bristol.  

▪ They are more at risk of loneliness and isolation as well as financial hardship, and more 
reliant on support from the University, including during vacation periods.  

 
9. International staff & students 

• Our international staff and students may have experienced greater distress during the 
pandemic as a result of separation from family and loved ones. This might be compounded 
by concern about the safety of family members in countries with high levels of infection, 
and/or by uncertainty about when they might be able to return home (or travel back to the 
UK again). 



• Students who are accessing online teaching and assessment from a country that operates a 
firewall will have limits on the sites they can access and it is essential that platforms used are 
reliably accessible, if students are expected to conduct their learning remotely. 

• Students studying remotely in different time zones could find it difficult to engage with 
online live teaching or assessments effectively. 

 

For further general advice about inclusive practice and the impact on students please contact the 
Student Inclusion Team.  
 
If your questions relate to learning and teaching, including online delivery and assessments, you 
may wish to contact Bristol Institute for Learning and Teaching for advice. 
 
For further general advice about inclusive practice and the impact on staff please contact the 
Diversity & Inclusion Team based in HR. 
 

https://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/student-inclusion-services/student-inclusion-team/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/bilt/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/inclusion/

