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oday, in the Observer, the Sunday national newspaper of the liberal Guardian Media
Group, Will Hutton offered a sobering retrospective of the university crisis during the

Covid pandemic, from his position as the former principal of Hertford College, Oxford.

The major problem is that, amid some perhaps truthful analysis, Hutton offered an outright lie that

is singularly unhelpful: few beyond the Russell Group’, Hutton claims, ‘go beyond online lectures to

offer online seminars and tutorials, so raising questions about the justification for £9,250 tuition

fees’.

Hutton appears completely clueless about the university sector and its response if this is what he
believes. At Birkbeck, even at the height of the crisis, when we pivoted, by emergency, to online
teaching, we offered our seminars online. We have spent the summer preparing to run the vast
majority of our tutorials and seminars online for the coming year, if necessary, for everyone’s safety
and to avoid disruption. If the degree of disbelief on Twitter is anything to go by, other
universities, likewise, have been getting ready to run — and now offer - their seminar teaching

online. Colleagues at Royal Holloway, Nottingham Trent University, Staffordshire University,

Anglia Ruskin University, the University of East Anglia, Oxford Brookes, Wolverhampton, the
University of Suffolk, Keele, Kent, Hull, Salford, Manchester Met, the University of Central

Lancashire Kingston, Huddersfield, and many others have taken to social media, fed up to their

back teeth at the fact that the Observer has simply printed a lie about the vast majority of UK

institutions.

Giving a voice to powerful figures in higher education in order to let them falsely denigrate the
parts of the sector is not good. It would be like giving an opinion column to Richard Branson and
allowing him to say ‘airlines outside the Virgin group are not even flying any more and have
removed their wings’, despite all evidence to the contrary. Universities are having a hard enough

time as it is, without this kind of false distinction being made.
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