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About the Academic Freedom and
Internationalisation Working Group
The Academic Freedom and Internationalisation Working Group (AFIWG) brings together
academics from UK higher education institutions, who are supported by relevant civil society
representatives and the All-Party Parliamentary Human Rights Group (PHRG), to work on the
protection of academic freedom and engage in advocacy for members of the academic community
at risk across the world. The group began meeting in September 2019, with the aim of highlighting
the importance of upholding academic freedom in the context of internationalisation of UK
higher education and promoting a collective and organised response by academic communities
and HE institutions in the UK.
As supporters of international academic cooperation and academic freedom, the AFIWG has
been concerned about growing challenges that members of the academic community face
globally in the process of learning, teaching and conducting research, including physical attacks,
prosecution, dismissals, censorship and travel restrictions.
Visit the AFIWG’s website for more news, resources and activities related to the group.
Find us on Twitter: @AFI_WG

Get in touch: academicfreedomwg@gmail.com
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The delivery of higher education by distance
learning is increasing and is set to change
the way Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)
teach both in the UK and overseas. Threats to
academic freedom in the context of distance
learning education are distinct and require
a targeted response from HEIs to protect
academic staff and students. Distance
learning education can take place in the UK,
either by home or overseas students based
in the UK (as has been the requirement
for most UK HEIs during the Covid-19
pandemic) or for students (and sometimes
academic staff) based primarily overseas.
Students based outside the UK will often be
‘independent learners’, meaning they are
not based in any UK overseas campus or
associated teaching centre in a national host
institution. Each of these scenarios presents
different challenges regarding jurisdiction
and regulatory regimes.

Independent learners
and academic staff
based overseas may face
increased vulnerability to
threats to their academic
freedom given that they
rely on learning technology
which is susceptible to
surveillance, and that they
often do not have direct,
local institutional support
if they are facing personal
threats.
They may also be subject to national laws
that a) restrict freedoms, including academic
freedom and freedom of expression, and b)
hinder distance learning education, such as

restrictions on internet freedom or access to
VPNs (virtual private networks). This can lead
to coping strategies such as self-censorship
in participation in online learning, lectures
and written assessments. In more extreme
cases, academics and students could be
prosecuted for violating national laws on,
inter alia, sedition, blasphemy or national
security as a result of something they have
said or written. If online lectures are recorded
and shared, academic staff might also face
future restrictions on their ability to conduct
fieldwork or attend conferences in countries
where their views are opposed or censored,
including under law. In contrast, UK-based
home students and overseas students will
benefit from UK regulatory protections, inter
alia, regarding data privacy and internet
freedoms, but might still face threats to their
academic freedom because of the subject(s)
they are studying – or in the case of overseas
students – restrictions and threats stemming
from their home country. The same applies
to international and some national academic
staff based at UK HEIs.
In the UK, the Covid-19 related move to
virtual classrooms and online assessment
has a strong potential to trigger or exacerbate
self-censoring practices by academic
staff. Academics may be more inclined to
engage in censoring course content due to
a specifically understood duty of care. They
may not want students to be exposed to risks
due to the specific material they are required
to read, watch or discuss. Academics may
even decide to cancel entire courses. There
is far too little discussion of the relationship,
balance and potential trade-offs between
the duty of care and the academic freedom of
students. The latter implies that all students
have a right to have full access to content
necessary to meet the learning objectives of a
specific module, and, more broadly, towards
their degree. Excluding certain content for
some students jeopardizes that right. It is
of utmost importance that different forms
of distance learning education are aligned
with the principles of academic freedom
recognised for academics and students.
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self-censorship and how to avoid this,
regulations on recording of live online
learning sessions, and prohibitions on
covert monitoring or other actions that
foster self-censorship.

P RO P O S E D M EASU RES
Academic staff and students should be
guaranteed robust measures to protect their
academic freedom when they engage in
distance learning education. Given the range
of contexts of study and research affected,
members of the academic community who
are knowledgeable about such contexts
should be consulted in developing policies.

d.

Ensure that any Student Code of
Conduct also reflects these guidelines
and includes clear sanctions for
students whose interactions in online
learning platforms constitute threats
to the academic freedom or personal
security of academic staff or students.

e.

Develop guidelines on duty of care to
overseas students and academic staff
facing personal threats or persecution
linked to their participation in distance
learning education with UK HEIs. This
can include provision of legal advice;
supporting visa applications or asylum
applications; developing an internal
emergency response to situations where
life and/or liberty is in imminent danger;
advocating publicly and privately on
their behalf when they are imprisoned,
disappeared or facing administrative and
judicial sanctions; and engaging with
relevant UK authorities, as appropriate.

f.

Establish a confidential, independent
internal reporting mechanism to a
designated individual for cases or issues
of concern in relation to the academic
freedom or personal security of members
of the academic community.

g.

Coordinate and ensure that best
practice is applied to safeguard
academic freedom across HEIs and
that trends in relation to threats are
monitored and publicly reported.

These measures could include:
a.

b.

c.

Strengthen cybersecurity for distance
learning students and academic staff
to ensure that effective tools are in place
to mitigate covert monitoring of their
online learning and teaching activities
and assessments. Dedicated IT support
staff should be available to advise on
appropriate response measures in such
cases. HEIs could also collectively invest in
or lobby for the development of distance
learning technology and software that
can combat threats to academic freedom
- e.g. instructing software companies to
limit student data harvesting which can
threaten anonymity.
Provide training for academic staff
delivering distance learning education
on their right to academic freedom
and how to safeguard academic
freedom in online learning platforms
– e.g. information on the security risks of
different teaching software, guidelines
for safe storage of student personal
information and assessments, and
information on what duty of care the HEI
will provide in cases of students facing
threats to their academic freedom or
personal security.
Introduce induction sessions and
materials for distance learning
students with clear guidelines on
academic freedom and on the actions
which universities are taking to protect
it. The guidelines can include points
on, inter alia, conduct for constructive
debate and critique, what constitutes
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For a more comprehensive discussion of
academic freedom measures in the context
of internationalisation of the UK HE sector,
please see AFIWG’s Draft Model Code of
Conduct (2020).
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