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Executive Summary  
The Covid-19 pandemic brought many challenges and difficulties for the higher education 

(HE) sector. Government restrictions and multiple lockdowns meant that institutions had to 

make rapid shifts to remote learning. This posed challenges for lecturers, students and 

professional support staff. These challenges became particularly apparent in key areas such 

as such as student engagement, staff–student interactions and learning challenges.  

For some student groups, the pandemic posed additional challenges, for instance for 

disabled students and international students. Challenges with remote learning and isolation 

from peers and lecturers resulted in increased levels of mental health concerns. 

The sector responded effectively and efficiently, ensuring that teaching and learning 

remained at a high level, whilst ensuring the safety of its students. Student responses 

demonstrate that remote learning or a blended approach did not have a negative impact on 

the acquisition of skills, highlighting the remarkable work by staff across the universities.  

Despite ongoing challenges posed by the Black, Asian and minority ethnic attainment gap, 

student engagement among Black, Asian and minority thnic students remained higher than 

for their white counterparts; reinforcing the importance of continuously striving to close the 

attainment gap across all disciplines, and implement strategies to offer continued support to 

this student group 

The survey highlighted that universities should focus on raising engagement across 

disadvantaged groups such as disabled students and those from areas of low participation 

in HE. According to the Department of Education (2020), the gap between the number of 

rich and poor students attending university has widened to its largest in 12 years. This 

increases the drive for HE to transform opportunities for disadvantaged and under-

represented groups.  

Retention figures demonstrated in the UK Engagement Survey (UKES) have worsened 

since 2020, with 28% of participants – compared to 26.5% – considering leaving their course 

in the last academic year. The main reason for this was mental health concerns, which may 

have increased due to the Covid-19 crisis and increased caring responsibilities. It is 

imperative that universities continue to respond to this urgently and effectively to tackle 

rising mental health concerns across the sector, among both students and staff.  
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2. Methodology 

2.1 Approach 

The UK Engagement Survey is run by Advance HE in partnership with participating 

institutions. Developed under licence from the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE)1 in the United States, UKES provides confidential results to help drive enhancement 

of teaching and learning. Data can be used to identify areas of learning and development 

where students are spending their time and engaging, as well as where they are not 

spending as much time as intended. All this information can then be combined with data 

measuring students’ perception of how they are developing their skills and competencies – 

enabling institutions, and the sector overall, to focus attention on areas where engagement 

or development is relatively low.  

There are seven overall engagement sections (five of which are compulsory and two 

optional), 12 items covering skills development (optional), as well as sections measuring 

time spent on academic work (two question items – both optional) and extra-curricular 

activity (five question items – optional). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
1 Copyright 2001–2020, The Trustees of Indiana University. 
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2.2 Content 
 

Status Theme Question area Question 

items 

2021 sector 

responses 

(minimum)2 

Core Engagement Critical thinking 4 11,832 

Core Engagement Learning with others 4 11,846 

Core Engagement Interacting with staff 6 11,830 

Core Engagement Reflecting and 

connecting 

6 11,832 

Core Engagement Course challenge/ 

independent learning 

2 11,873 

Optional Engagement Research and inquiry 4 8,371 

Optional Engagement Staff–student 

partnerships 

3 10,045 

Optional Skills 

development 

Learning skills, 

creative and social 

skills  

12 9,087 

Optional Time spent Academic work 2 8,008 

Optional Time spent Extra-curricular activity 5 7,942 

 

As is the case with all Advance HE surveys, institutional results are treated as confidential, 

feeding into internal enhancement activities. Advance HE provides a range of grouped 

benchmark results in order for participating institutions to compare the results of their 

students relative to others, which can help pinpoint where action may be needed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
2 Responses vary slightly per question as individual questions in each section are not 
compulsory. 
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2.3 Skills development items 

Some of the analysis in this report groups together the skills development items into two 

overall categories of six items each: Learning skills and Creative and social skills. These 

categories are specified below. 

Skills development item Category 

Writing  
 
Learning skills 

Speaking 

Thinking critically 

Analysing 

Career skills 

Independent learning 

Being innovative and creative  
 
Creative and Social skills 

Working effectively with others 

Developing personal values or ethics 

Understanding people of other 

backgrounds 

Exploring complex real-world problems 

Being an informed and active citizen 

 

2.4 How the questions were asked 

In order to maximise how the results in this report are understood and interpreted, we have 

clarified below the specific nature of the questions. 

For example, although UKES is principally referred to as being about “engagement”, it does 

not measure literally “how engaged students are”, but instead asks students to identify the 

activities where they spend their time, and where they have been directed or encouraged to 

focus their attention. Certain sections also ask about the activities that their course has 

prioritised, thereby highlighting specific areas which the institution can enhance directly if 

appropriate. 

When it comes to skills development, instead of a direct question about the level of skills 

students feel they hold, the question is more nuanced, focusing on how much the overall 

student experience has contributed to the development of the 12 skills specified. 

The questions on time spent are more direct, asking the student to estimate the number of 

hours spent in a typical week, within specified ranges. Instead of reporting the average 

number of hours (although this data is available), the data is reported here on the 

percentage of students who spent 11 hours or more (study activity), and the percentage of 

students who spent any time at all (extra-curricular activity). 
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Theme Question area Scale Question type Data reported 

Engagement 

(Core) 

Critical thinking  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 point 

 

How much has 

your course 

emphasised 

activities? 

Top 2 points in 

scale – very 

much/quite a bit 

Engagement 

(Core) 

Learning with 

others 
How often have 

you done 

activities? 

Top 2 points in 

scale – very 

often/often 

Engagement 

(Core) 

Interacting with 

staff 

Engagement 

(Core) 

Reflecting and 

connecting 

Engagement 

(Core) 

Course challenge/ 

independent 

learning 

How much has 

your course 

emphasised 

activities? 

Top 2 points in 

scale – very 

much/quite a bit Engagement 

(Optional) 

Research and 

inquiry 

Engagement 

(Optional) 

Staff–student 

partnerships 

How much have 

you been 

encouraged to do 

activities? 

Top 2 points in 

scale – very 

much/quite a bit 

Skills 

development 

(Optional) 

Learning skills, 

Creative and 

social skills 

4 point How much has 

your overall 

student 

experience 

contributed?  

Top 2 points in 

scale – very 

much/quite a bit 

Time spent 

(Optional) 

Academic work 8 point 

(ranges of 

hours) 

 

How many hours 

do you spend in 

a typical 7-day 

week? 

Top 5 points in 

scale – 11 

hours or more 

Time spent 

(Optional) 

Extra-curricular 

activity 

8 point 

(ranges of 

hours) 

Top 7 points in 

scale – any 

time spent  
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2.5 Participation 

Since its inception and first year of full operation, in 2015, UKES has become well 

established among those institutions with a major focus on measuring student engagement, 

with many regular participants.  

At the beginning of 2020, participation levels were on schedule to match 2019, but with the 

onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, a number of institutions were unable to take part in the 

survey as planned. This has also had an effect on 2021. 

 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Institutions 24 29 42 38 31 18 19 

Participants 24,387 23,198 35,927 34,635 29,784 13,915 11,905 

Average per 

institution 

1,016 800 855 911 960 773 627 

 

Accordingly, participation in recent years is lower than usual, but the relatively high number 

of students taking part within each institution contributes to what is still one of the largest 

undergraduate surveys in the UK higher education sector. 

 

2.6 How results are reported 

As outlined above, there are three main sections in UKES: engagement; skills development; 

and time spent on activities. For each section, this report focuses on the comparison of the 

different items within each section among the student population as a whole, and looks at 

the data in greater detail.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



UK Engagement Survey 2021 

Anne Rowan and Jonathan Neves

 
10 

 

3. Engagement   

3.1 Overall 

According to Mercadal (2021), student engagement refers to the motivation and willingness 

to participate in a variety of educational activities, including attending classes, performing 

required work to the best of a student’s abilities, listening actively to peers and teachers, 

following directions with a positive attitude, participating in extracurricular or other school 

activities, and other related behaviours. It has been readily viewed as a key indicator of 

educational success and attainment. Educators must actively strive for a learning 

environment which fosters positive working relationships, independence of thought and 

communication abilities.  

There are seven categories of engagement measured by UKES, comprising 29 individual 

question items – with seven full years of robust data we can compare with each other as 

well as over time. The bar chart below illustrates student engagement across these 

categories over a seven-year period.  
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As noted in previous years, students are spending limited amounts of time engaging and 

building relationships with staff and other students. Thinking in particular of partnering and 

interacting with staff, these aspects are particularly critical as they have been identified in 

previous UKES analysis as linking very strongly to the development of career skills and to 

retention.3 The pandemic brought many challenges for educators in having to invent new 

innovative methods to engage students through remote teaching platforms. Before the 

pandemic, many universities did not offer online learning, and as a result many resisted and 

lacked the time and experience they needed to conceive new ways to deliver instruction and 

assignments (OECD, 2020). This may explain the low percentage against ‘Interacting with 

staff’ and highlights the need for increased methods of communication in remote learning 

environments. It is clear from the comparison with last year that interaction with staff has 

decreased across all disciplines, as shown below, further demonstrating the 

disadvantageous effect of the pandemic on relationships and communications with staff 

within the faculties and subjects. 

  

3.2 Collaboration and connection with peers 

Additionally, the results show a significant drop in ‘Learning with others’ in 2021, perhaps 

demonstrating the negative impact the Covid-19 pandemic has had on the student 

experience, with a drop of over 15 percentage points. As students were instructed to 

predominantly access courses remotely, this may have resulted in students losing 

connections with fellow peers. Being connected has often been associated with a wide 

range of outcomes like elevated levels of engagement, academic achievement, optimal 

relationships with teachers and peers and career adaptability (Datu and Yuen, 2020).  

Although research has shown that technology can offer students greater flexibility, and the 

use of self-directed learning to suit their needs (Wengrowicz et al, 2018), it is clear that in the 

context for learning from others, the results from this survey suggest that technology may 

have been detrimental to student connectedness and attachment to others.  

It is essential that institutions promote student engagement, both with peers and staff, and 

explore methods which could increase these skills within both in-person and remote learning 

environments.   

 

 

 

 

                                            
3 Neves, J (2020). UK Engagement Survey, Advance HE, p 24. 
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3.3 The importance of critical thinking skills  

The key elements above offer us some indications for the positive environments that are 

being created for students, which result in positive and efficient outcomes. As can be seen in 

the bar chart above, key areas such as Critical thinking and Course challenge have a high 

score, highlighting positive engagement in these areas of learning. The importance of critical 

thinking skills has been continuously debated in research, with learning styles such as rote 

learning and memorisation no longer ‘fit for purpose’ in educational settings. Halpern (2007) 

states that the world is getting more complex and technical day by day and living in a 

democratic society, students are required to think critically in order to make decisions about 

personal and social life. Institutions need to continue to ensure that critical thinking and 

higher order thinking is embedded within the curricula and also allow development 

opportunities for students to enhance this skill in wider contexts. Research denotes that 

lecturers can make assumptions that every student will have familiarity with this term and 

regularly take for granted student understanding (Woodward-Kron, 2002).  

Through an examination of the critical thinking skills in more detail, we can see that students 

felt confident in most areas of this skill, however scored slightly lower in ‘Evaluating or 

judging a point of view, decision or information source’. This further highlights that educators 

must consider the understanding of critical thinking amongst students and raise expectations 

and knowledge of this particular category.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Critical thinking skills 
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3.4 Staff and student interaction across disciplines 

Results show a 26 percentage point difference between the subject with highest 

engagement (Design) and the one with lowest engagement (Geography and environmental 

studies). Overall, Social science and Arts subjects tend to facilitate the highest interaction 

with staff, while STEM subjects report very low levels of engagement on this key theme. 

Interestingly, Education and teaching, a programme with generally high interaction, had a 9 

percentage point drop between 2020 and 2021. This may be a direct result of online/remote 

learning, plus teaching placements in primary/secondary education being postponed during 

the pandemic. Interestingly, even in programmes at the top of the list, less than 50% of 

students feel they have fairly high or high levels of interaction with staff. Therefore, this 

illustrates that institutions could incorporate increased opportunities to encourage students 

to collaborate and learn from staff, within all discipline areas, to help contribute to overall 

levels of development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It could be suggested that due to the limited in-person engagement during 2020/21, 

institutions may consider this as an essential element of their Covid-19 recovery plan, to 

ensure positive engagement and physical/mental wellbeing.   

 

Interacting with staff by discipline
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3.5 Engagement, ethnicity and period of learning 

Over the past few years, the debate regarding the awarding gap – the gap in degree 

attainment between white and Black, Asian and minority ethnic students – has been widely 

discussed across the higher education sector. Although the awarding gap between white 

and Black, Asian and minority ethnic students persists, the awarding gap was the smallest 

recorded since 2003/04, at 9.9 percentage points. Between 2018/19 and 2019/20, the gap 

dropped 3.4 percentage points, compared to an average fall of 0.3 percentage points in the 

previous years. It can be claimed that this might be due to the difference in assessment 

policies due to Covid-19, although we cannot be certain (Advance HE, 2021). Key factors 

which affect Black, Asian and minority ethnic student engagement include a lack of role 

models from different ethnic minority backgrounds, curriculum delivery, and a lack of 

diversity in the ethnicity of senior staff and curriculum design. Interestingly, data collected 

from this survey suggests students from Black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds are 

engaging across the programmes and investing significant amounts of time and effort into 

their learning. As we have seen before, engagement from Black, Asian and minority ethnic 

students was higher across areas of student engagement, with ‘Course engagement’ being 

the highest figure (88%), compared to their white counterparts. 

What is striking is that both Black, Asian and minority ethnic students and white students 

reported low levels of involvement in both Staff–student partnership and Interacting with 

staff. In a study by Ferguson and Scruton (2015) it was found that Black, Asian and minority 

ethnic students reported feeling that they get more support from family and peers than from 

teaching staff. This indicates a key learning point for lecturers and staff in higher education 

to enhance and develop professional relationships with Black, Asian and minority ethnic 

students and offer a safe and welcoming space for all. 
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3.6 Engagement, gender and period of learning 

In terms of gender, the data present a clear picture that engagement between genders, 

male and female, are generally at the same level, with female students only slightly higher in 

areas such as Reflecting and connecting and Course challenge. There is very little disparity 

in the data between genders across student engagement, suggesting that teaching and 

learning is addressing the needs of both male and female students. This is consistent with 

research in this area, as it was found in one study that occasionally females reported more 

engagement, sometimes males reported more engagement, but no clear relationship 

between gender and student engagement had emerged (Zhao, Carini and Kuh, 2005).  

However, it should be noted that low engagement by both male and female students in 

regard to Interacting with staff and Learning with others could be addressed by the institution 

and this area improved. These low percentages could be related to the Covid-19 pandemic 

and the impact of remote learning. Intriguingly, a study by Liaw and Huang (2011) found that 

male students have more positive e-learning attitudes than their female counterparts, 

perhaps offering an explanation for the slightly higher percentage points in some areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall engagement by gender
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3.7 Engagement, disability and period of learning 

With regard to disabled student engagement, the data suggests that engagement across all 

areas has dropped to some degree since 2020. In particular, there was a 15-point 

percentage drop in the category ‘Learning with others’, suggesting that disabled students felt 

that opportunities to acquire knowledge from their peers and education professionals were 

somewhat reduced in this academic year. A possible reason for this could have been the 

impact of Covid-19 on learning modes, resulting in disabled students feeling disconnected 

from their peers and institutional staff. The Office of National Statistics (ONS) (2021) reports 

that compared with May 2019, the proportion of students who felt lonely daily or weekly is 

much larger (50% compared with 39%), and a larger proportion of students do not feel part 

of the university community (50% compared with 40%).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Institutes need to consider how to support disabled students by implementing enhanced 

methods of communication, both remotely and in-person. This could include the use of 

assistive technology, being flexible in mode of delivery, ensuring lecture content is available 

in a range of formats and creating safe spaces for disabled students to connect and engage 

with fellow peers. 

 

 

Overall engagement and disabled students
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3.8 Engagement, widening participation and period of learning 

Institutions are increasingly under pressure to ensure access to participation and 

engagement among students across areas with low participation rates in higher education. 

The Participation of Local Areas (POLAR 4) is produced by the Office for Students (OfS) 

and classifies small areas across the UK into 5 groups according to their level of 

participation in HE. Pupils in the most advantaged quintile are more than twice as likely to 

progress to HE as those from the most disadvantaged quintile, at 57.8% compared to 27.3% 

in 2018/19 (GOV.UK, 2020). Widening Participation strategies and an emphasis on 

improving provisions and access for all have become a major part of the inclusive agenda in 

higher education. The data in the chart below shows engagement rates of students in the 

UK in the areas of low participation and highest participation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As can be seen by the data, engagement was low in a number of areas – Staff–student 

partnerships, Interacting with staff, and Learning with others – in both low- and high-

participation areas. The pandemic and remote learning may have had a detrimental impact 

on these categories. There appears to be very little difference in rates of engagement 

between areas of low and high participation in HE, suggesting that the institutes involved in 

this survey may be driving forward the Widening Participation agenda and recruiting and 

retaining students from areas of low participation in HE.  

 

Student engagement from areas of low and high participation in 
higher education
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Interestingly, in reviewing retention figures for these particular student groups, students from 

areas of high participation in HE were increasingly more likely to consider leaving the course 

(27%) in comparison to students from areas of low participation (32%). Students may feel 

that attending HE may improve their opportunities and access to employment, and therefore 

are more likely to continue their studies. From the institutional perspective, diversifying the 

student body and widening participation can result in innovations in teaching, learning and 

assessment which improve teaching and learning outcomes for all students (Warren, 2002). 

 

4. Skills development 

4.1 Overall 

The results indicate that the skills acquired by students were lower than the levels shown in 

the previous years, with notable decreases within each category. The data clearly illustrates 

a decline in the skill of working effectively with others. In a recent study by Stevanovic et al. 

(2020) students highlighted the lack of interaction and live communication as one of the 

biggest shortcomings of distance learning during a pandemic. This mirrors data found in 

student engagement, in that there was a noticeable decrease in students learning from 

others in their chosen programmes. The data presented is undoubtedly a direct result of 

remote learning and having limited face to face collaboration with peers. 

The data raises questions about student skills development in the area of career skills. The 

figure had continued to decline in the past year, indicating that students (and possibly 

institutions) may not see this as a primary focus in their development. However, we should 

be aware that a high proportion of UKES participants take part in the earlier stages of their 

undergraduate journey and hence these career-specific skills may be less recognisable. It 

may be suggested that institutions embed career developments and preparation for work 

into existing modules, to ensure students are prepared for the future job market.  

Interestingly, careers and employability skills are below 50% in all modes of learning, 

highlighting the fact that these skills may not be deemed as important as others. As 

mentioned previously, it may be suggested that institutions should place greater importance 

on this skill – despite the learning mode – to ensure students are equipped with skills in 

employability and job readiness.   
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4.2 Creative and social skills development 

STEM-based subjects such as Mathematical sciences, Computing and Biological and sport 

sciences have lower rates of development in creative and social skills4 in comparison to 

subjects from the Arts and humanities field such as Business and management, Education 

and teaching and Creative performing arts.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
4 See the section ‘Skills development items’ above for a definition. 

Creative and social skills/Learning skill by discipline
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Institutions should be aiming to develop students holistically in preparation for their future 

careers, therefore it is suggested by the data that students in the STEM-based subjects 

should be exposed to greater creative learning, to ensure these skills are developed in the 

future. According to Ross, Howitt, and Poronnik (2014), STEM educators attempting change 

need to be confident that they have the creative capacity to conceive new forms of 

curriculum. Research by Pollard et al. (2017) also indicates that educators must overcome 

the following barriers in order to effectively ensure creativity is embedded in the STEM 

curricula: 

 challenge traditional views of how STEM should be taught and inflexibility in teaching 

approaches/methods 

 educator openness and confident to deliver new teaching strategies which foster 

creativity 

 highlighting creativity as a skill needed for personal development within STEM. 
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4.3 Impact of remote learning on skills and development 

As noted from the previous graph, creative skills such as Working with others and 

Communication were significantly reduced in 2021, potentially due to the Covid-19 

pandemic. We have therefore conducted analysis into how learning online compares to in-

person teaching and has impacted skills development. The analysis below focuses 

specifically on 9 skills items, for reasons of space, but these items have been selected to 

represent a cross-section of skills covered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Methods of learning and skills development 
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In terms of identifying the impact remote learning had on students, it is clear from the data 

that skills linked to communication were most greatly impacted such as Working effectively 

with others and Speaking. Surprisingly, there does not appear to be great disparity amongst 

the other skill sets with only minor differences in percentages, highlighting the fact that 

remote learning or a blended approach did not have a major impact on the acquisition of 

skills. Prior to the pandemic, blended learning was famed to be the “new normal” in HE, to 

replace traditional face-to-face teaching (Dziuban et al., 2018). The Covid-19 crisis forced 

universities to adapt to remote learning and drove forward the increased need for a blended 

approach in teaching and learning. Interestingly, a mixture of both remote and in-person 

tuition lead to enhanced skills development in most areas, including Independent learning, 

Critical thinking, Personal values and Understanding others from different backgrounds. This 

suggests that a blended approach could be adopted by institutions, without the concern that 

learning skills will be affected.  

 

5. Time spent learning 

5.1 Overall 

The following chart details how students spent their time in relation to various modes of 

learning. As shown by the data, students who studied ‘mostly or completely online’, or had a 

mixture of both modes, partook in vastly more independent study in contrast to those who 

experienced ‘mostly in person’ interaction with staff, where students noted more time was 

spent in taught sessions. However, there was only a slight 3-point percentage gap noted, 

therefore is not a major difference in the time spent in the two different areas.  

On the contrary, as shown in the graph below, levels of independent study were high in the 

blended and online modes, which may reflect online interactions or students undertaking 

autonomous and self-directed study, replacing in-person teaching or seminars. It is 

important to note however that this does not imply a reduction in the quality of the student 

experience during lockdown. For example, the 2020 Student Academic Experience Survey 

identified clear evidence of high-quality teaching practice being delivered to students who 

were predominantly interacting with their course online.5   

 

 

 

 

                                            
5 Neves, J and Hewitt, R (2020). Student Academic Experience Survey, Advance HE and 
HEPI, p 40 
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Overall, the data suggests institutions should consider the best possible method of delivery 

to both impart knowledge within the disciplines, but also allow students the flexibility in 

accessing various modes of study, and allowing the development of skills in self-

management and independent thinking.  

 

6. Extra-curricular activity 

6.1 Activities and responsibilities 

As well as measuring study time, UKES also measures how students spend their time 

across a range of extra-curricular activities and responsibilities. 

Whilst in previous years we have seen the time spent in sports and societies decline, while 

conversely the time spent working for pay had increased, during 2021 both categories have 

seen a significant decrease in participation. Ultimately, the global pandemic caused 

companies and industries to put employees on furlough or to become redundant due to 

closures and restrictions on business. In January 2021, 41% of employers had staff 

furloughed (GOV.UK, 2021). This may contribute to the decline in the number of students 

working for pay.  

 

 

 

 

 

Modes of learning and time spent
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We have also seen over the years that both Volunteering and Caring are activities that can 

contribute significantly to a student’s wider development. At an overall level, time spent in 

Volunteering has stayed the same. In 2021, caring duties were at a similar level compared 

to 2020, suggesting that students perhaps took in caring duties for vulnerable adults or 

children during the pandemic. This provides evidence of how students may have had to deal 

with a range of non-academic pressures and family responsibilities in their lives beyond their 

studies. 

The United Nations Policy Brief “The impact of COVID-19 on women” (2020) confirms that 

as institutional and community childcare has not been accessible for many families during 

the lockdown, unpaid childcare provision has been falling more heavily on women, which 

has constrained their ability to work. Data from the UKES survey demonstrates that females 

had greater caring responsibilities for dependents than males and other gender types, 

therefore confirming that women have been subject to greater caring responsibilities in 

2021, and thus perhaps more academic pressure and less time for work or other 

extracurricular activities.  
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54%
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26%

28%
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All these aspects might reasonably be expected to be impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic, 

even though, as we have already said, the questions in the survey ask about students’ 

experiences across the year.  

 

7. Retention 
In 2019 we added a new question for UKES, which asked students the extent to which they 

have considered leaving their course, and in 2021 we reinstated a follow-up question asking 

about reasons why. Overall levels in 2019 and 2020 are relatively consistent, but in the light 

of the pandemic and the obvious challenges students have faced, it is interesting to observe 

that the propensity to leave has actually increased slightly compared to last year.  

Caring responsibilities by gender

27.4% 26.5%

Considered leaving

2019 2020 2021
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It can be reasonably proposed that the pressures and stresses of life in lockdown and 

continued remote/online learning may have negatively impacted students and caused them 

to consider leaving their course.   

The following bar chart details students’ reasons for considering leave their course (shown 

as a percentage of all students): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As can be seen from the data, the most prevalent reason for considering leaving was Mental 

health or Emotional difficulties. The pandemic caused many students to struggle with their 

mental wellbeing, with multiple lockdowns and remote learning increasing levels of 

loneliness and separation. A study by Student Minds found that nearly 1 in 3 adults (30%) 

and over 1 in 3 young people (34%) said that their mental health had become much worse 

during the pandemic (Student Minds, 2021).  

In regard to the findings, institutions are therefore recommended to put in place robust 

Covid-19 recovery plans, which not only involve teaching and learning, but also pastoral and 

mental wellbeing support for students. There is a need to improve students’ access to 

mental health support services geared towards providing measures for developing healthy 

coping mechanisms in coming out of lockdown and the safe return to in-person study.  

  

 

 

 

Reasons for considering leaving the course
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8. Career prospects and my course 

8.1 A new section focused on employability 

A number of aspects of UKES relate to how students are preparing, or being prepared, for 

their future careers. These aspects include, for example, the long-established items on skills 

development, which cover a range of skills related to how a student can prosper within 

society as a whole. Despite this, there has arguably been less of a focus on UKES as an 

instrument which can assess a student’s employability attributes, compared to the better 

known positioning of UKES as an engagement survey. 

In order to build upon this concept, Advance HE has developed and launched an optional 

employability question scale. Linked to Advance HE’s framework on embedding 

employability,6 the new scale aims to complement the existing questions on skills 

development and to explore the potential of UKES as a robust instrument to measure key 

aspects of employability among students during university. 

 

8.2 The content  

The content of this section was developed by Advance HE in 2020, with each question area 

linked specifically to an element of the embedding employability framework. The newly 

devised questions were refined following consultation with the Advance HE surveys 

network7 and were cognitively tested among an undergraduate audience through 

independent research commissioned by Advance HE.8 The questions were specific in 

measuring the extent to which their course emphasises particular aspects, or provides the 

student with particular opportunities – thereby adopting a similar form of words to the core 

engagement sections in UKES.  

Twenty-one questions were developed, in five sub-sections as detailed below, and we now 

go on to assess how students responded in 2021. 

 

 

 

 

                                            
6 www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/teaching-and-learning/embedding-employability 

7 Consultation events took place in Autumn 2020 and were open to every institution due to 
be participating in UKES, PRES or PTES in 2021. 

8 Research conducted by QA Research (www.qaresearch.co.uk), November 2020. 

www.advance-he.ac.uk/guidance/teaching-and-learning/embedding-employability
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How much does your 
course emphasise/ 
provide opportunities 
for… 

Sub-section Overall section 

Applying learning to future 

tasks 

 
 

Knowledge and soft skills 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Career prospects and my 
course9 

5,218 responses in total 
 
 

Communication skills 

Leadership skills 

Complex problem-solving 

skills 

Responding to real-world 

challenges 

 
 
 
 
Enterprise and 
entrepreneurship 

Connecting with ideas from 

different modules 

Connecting your studies to 

external environments 

Self-reflection 

Developing networks with 

business/industry 

Couse content related to 

the workplace 

 
 
 

Career preparation 
CV development 

Job interview skills 

Clear career goals 

Monitored career 

preparation 

Understand your actions 

impacting on others 

 
 

Wider context 
Extra or co-curricular 

activities 

Adapting to changing 

environments 

Developing confidence in 

your skills for future career 

Direct contact with 

employers 

 
Networks 

Work placement 

opportunities 

Developing links outside 

the UK 

                                            
9 Full question wording is available to institutions participating in UKES. 
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8.3 The responses 

In total, 12 institutions chose to run this section (out of a total of 19). A number of aspects 

received high scores,10 reflective of a significant level of employability focus on the courses 

in question, and these are detailed below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The employability framework scale is a varied one, encompassing a range of skills from core 

academic qualities such as self-reflection and connection of ideas, to more specific career-

related activity such as developing employer links and CV development. By comparing the 

highest- and lowest-scoring items for the first time, we can make a broad distinction between 

some of the more academic qualities, which often score well, and some of the career-

specific activity, which tends to receive lower scores.  

 

 

                                            
10 Scores based on the proportion answering the top 2 options out of 4 available – “very 
much” or “quite a bit”. 

Your actions impacting on others

Leadership skills

Adapting to changing environments

Develop confidence in skills for your future career

Responding to real-world challenges

Connecting with ideas from different modules

Complex problem-solving skills

Connecting your studies and external
environments

Communication skills

Self-reflection

Applying learning to future tasks

New employability framework scale - high scoring items
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Between 2/3 and 3/4 of students recognise that their course places a strong emphasis on 

aspects such as self-reflecting, connecting ideas, linking with external environments and 

applying what has been learned to future tasks and challenges. This is in itself encouraging, 

as these aspects have a level of similarity with some of the questions that are covered in the 

core of UKES, and hence are linked to academic quality. The presence of these aspects as 

high scoring within an employability context also underlines how the content of the core 

aspects of UKES can also be used to assess progress through an employability lens.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ranking of the low-scoring items highlights a number of more practical career-focused 

elements that are identified by less than half of students as being strongly emphasised or 

encouraged by their course. In particular, only around 1 in 3 reported a strong focus on 

developing peer links outside the UK, although we might reasonably conclude that the 

pandemic may have impacted this particular measure. However, direct links with employers 

are also relatively low profile, with only around 1 in 4 perceiving that work placement 

opportunities and/or direct contact with employers is a key emphasis of their course. 

The relatively low scores for Job interview skills, CV development and Monitored career 

preparation highlight the importance of institutions ensuring that a focus on personal and 

academic development is complemented with clear, practical aspects of career preparation. 

Developing links outside the UK

Work placement opportunities

Monitored career preparation

Direct contact with employers

Job interview skills

CV development

Extra or co-curricular activities

Clear career goals

Developing networks with business/ industry

Course content related to the workplace

New employability framework scale – low-scoring items 
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Delving further into the low-scoring aspects of employability, the analysis in the table below 

assess whether year of study or main mode of learning potentially makes a difference to 

student perceptions. 

UKES reports from previous years have identified how some career-related skills often 

develop further as students’ progress through their degree.11 However, this does not appear 

to be the case with the aspects of employability included for the first time in 2021. There is 

no evidence from the data below that there is greater emphasis on specific elements such 

as interview skills or CV preparation in the final year compared to other years of study. 

Indeed, students taking part in UKES were more likely to feel their course had emphasised a 

range of these employability aspects if they were not in their final year, which is potentially 

surprising.  

 Year of study Mode of study 
 Not final year 

 
(3,212) 

Final year 
 

(607) 

Mostly or 
completely 

online 
(3,757) 

Partly or fully 
in-person 

(786) 

Course content 

related to the 

workplace 

54% 44% 50% 67% 

Developing 

networks with 

business/industry 

52% 48% 50% 58% 

Clear career 

goals 

51% 40% 49% 56% 

Extra or co-

curricular 

activities 

46% 38% 43% 52% 

CV development 48% 40% 44% 46% 

Job interview 

skills 

41% 44% 43% 46% 

Direct contact 

with employers 

43% 37% 40% 52% 

Monitored career 

preparation 

42% 36% 40% 49% 

Work placement 

opportunities 

39% 39% 37% 48% 

Developing links 

outside the UK 

36% 30% 34% 40% 

Statistically significant differences (95% confidence level) are highlighted in bold. 

                                            
11 Neves, J (2019). UK Engagement Survey, Advance HE, p 19 
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Where we do see a difference in how students feel these aspects are being emphasised is 

in terms of mode of study. As might be expected given the impact of the pandemic, most 

students experienced learning as a mostly or completely online experience. However, where 

the course comprised a significant face-to-face aspect, there was clear evidence that 

students felt that these employability characteristics were given greater focus. There is 

relatively little difference in terms of CV development or job interview skills (just 2–3% higher 

among students learning in person), but on all other elements those students learning in 

person were a lot more likely to feel it was a key emphasis within their course. In particular, 

providing course content related to the workplace or offering direct links with employers 

appear to be key areas where face-to-face delivery has enabled greater opportunities. 

There are some inherently logistical issues that would be likely to inhibit the amount of work-

based content being delivered online, so we would perhaps expect there to be some 

difference in scores by mode of study. However, the size of the differences above implies a 

significantly lower focus on career aspects through online learning, either through changing 

priorities or the nature of online learning limiting how students perceive it.   

 

9. Support provided during the pandemic  
UKES was not designed to act as a detailed barometer of the experience or support 

provided during the Covid-19 pandemic. However, as a key provider of sector-wide tracking 

data, it does offer the opportunity to capture this kind of information at an overall level. 

As part of a consultation on how to make sure all Advance HE’s surveys (eg PRES, PTES, 

UKES) reflect key issues of the pandemic, a short, focused optional section was included 

which specifically covered support provided during the pandemic. These enabled institutions 

to compare their results with other institutions based on a consistent set of questions, and to 

compare the experience of different students.  
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Overall, students rated communications around Covid-19 relatively highly, with 72% 

agreeing (definitely or mostly) that communications were appropriate and clear. Students 

were slightly less convinced about the level of support and overall commitment to a high-

quality experience, but despite difficult and challenging times, there were still over 6/10 who 

agreed with these statements, which reflects a tangible level of commitment from the 

institutions concerned. 

The importance of support and communications during the pandemic are underlined when 

we look at the impact on potential retention levels. As described earlier, UKES contains a 

question on whether respondents had considered leaving their course, and by combining 

this with the questions on the Covid-19 response, we can see the extent to which students 

who are happy with the support around Covid-19 are much less likely to have considered 

leaving. 

Communications were appropriate 
and clear 

Institution worked to 
ensure the quality of 

the experience 

Received the 
support I need from 

my institution 
 Definitely 

agree 
 

(3,441) 

All other 
responses  

 
(6,855) 

Definitely 
agree 

 
(2,987) 

All other 
responses 

 
(6,549) 

Definitely 
agree 

 
(2,985) 

All other 
responses 

 
(7,166) 

Had 
considered 
leaving – 
Yes 

13% 34% 11% 35% 11% 34% 

 

Statistically significant differences (95% confidence level) are highlighted in bold. 
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In fact, as the above table shows, the proportion who had considered leaving was three 

times higher among those students who were less convinced around the support during 

Covid-19 (defined here as those who did not “definitely agree” with the statements). This 

emphasises the importance of appropriate support and communication, and highlights the 

degree to which the pandemic experience had impacted on some students, to the extent of 

considering leaving their course.  

  

10. Considerations for the sector  
 

1. As we emerge from lockdowns and enter post-pandemic life, it is vital that students and 

staff are given appropriate support for mental health and wellbeing issues/concerns. 

Institutes need to ensure that students and staff have access to appropriate support 

provision in this area and are supported as we adjust to a ‘new normal’ in the higher 

education sector.  

2. It is clear from the findings that communication and interaction between staff and 

students was a concern during this academic period, possibly exacerbated by the impact 

of the lockdowns, remote learning and a lack of in-person teaching. Institutes need to 

ensure increased methods of communication and enhanced interaction with students as 

we return to on-campus teaching. The positive results shown in the teaching and learning 

section point towards a range of good practice that has been harnessed to engage 

students in education, and this should continue to be extended to outside of the 

classroom.  

3. Institutions should continue to ensure that disadvantaged or marginalised student groups 

such as those from areas of low participation in HE, disabled students and those from 

Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities have continued support and guidance in 

order to ensure a positive student experience and to increase the numbers of students 

from these categories accessing and successfully completing degree programmes. The 

student voice must be at the forefront of all the actions and decisions the institute adopts.  

4. As many HE institutions adopt a more blended approach to learning, senior leaders need 

to continue to provide academics and support staff with appropriate training and 

development to aid them in providing innovation and engaging teaching sessions using a 

range of technology. Academics must be equipped with the correct tools and knowledge 

to implement this successfully as we move forward. 
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