
Covid-19 has caused havoc in all 
aspects of life throughout 2020: work, 
school, travel, retail and much more. 
in the recent wave, which coincided 
with the turn of the seasons and the 
beginning of the academic year, uni-
versities have suffered enormously.

Universities straddle a tricky bound-
ary between education institution and 
residential area, being both home and 
school to hundreds of thousands of 
students every year.

This complicates the already enor-
mous challenges of keeping safe and 
healthy during a pandemic, while also 
attempting to access teaching in the 
most effective way possible.

With all of this in mind, and con-
scious of the rising risk factors associ-
ated with returning to university at the 
same time as a record number of fresh-
ers, i requested to study at least the 
first term of my final year at University 
of Cambridge from my flat in London. 

This way, i would at least avoid being 
placed into an unnecessarily large 
“household” (some of which are as 
large as 12 or more in Cam-
bridge colleges), as well 
as any potential group 
teaching. My director 
of studies, and all of 
my supervisors, 
have been incredi-
bly supportive – a 
privilege which is 
enabling me to con-
tinue my work almost 
uninterrupted. 

My new routine might 
give some insight into the 
experience of students studying 
away from Cambridge. i try to keep to 
my term routine by mimicking my 
usual day, with a few “working from 
home” adjustments. 

i am a final year English student, so 
much of my work already revolved 
around self-motivated study. All of the 
lectures for this year have been put 
online for us to watch: Cambridge was 
one of the first universities to 
announce this policy, in line with 
Covid-19 policy to avoid large gather-
ings, but almost all universities have 
since put similar provisions in place. 

After this was announced, there was 
significant outcry from disabled stu-
dents and their representatives, rightly 
pointing out that the institutions were 
suddenly able to provide accommoda-
tions, such as recording lectures, when 
able-bodied students were affected 
but had consistently denied them the 
same opportunity. Hopefully, this will 
be a change that lasts for future years. 
As a result, though, i can access my 
lectures at my leisure. 

With lectures out of the way, i move 
on to my writing work. Each week, i 
have at least one essay to write, on a 
range of topics from Greek tragedy, 
Shakespeare, philosophical treatises, 

post-colonial analysis and more. 
Access to wider reading is obviously 

made difficult by my absence from my 
college, but i’ve been able to acquire 
many books second-hand from places 
such as eBay and Blackwells Books, 
and receive scans of texts from helpful 
supervisors and the University 
Library’s “scan and deliver” system.

in addition to my weekly essays, i’m 
writing two dissertations this year, 
which will reduce the number of 
exams i have to take – a cautionary 
move given the potential format of the 
exams next year! 

My dissertations (one on George 
Eliot, the other on contemporary black 
narratives) require an enormous 
amount of reading and planning, so i 
spend several hours a week poring 
over new texts, studies and recom-
mendations from my supervisors.

With my academic work out of the 
way, i use much of my time working in 
other ways – an unavoidable necessity 
for many university students. 

i work as an online tutor, which 
has been a reliable source of 

income, as well as a very 
useful pastime which 

encourages me to 
recall and use my 
GCSE and A-level 
knowledge. i also 
write as a freelance 
journalist, provide 
consultancy, and 

sell stationery! With 
the graduate job mar-

ket declining, i am pre-
paring myself for freelanc-

ing full-time after university – a 
prospect i now face with little trepida-
tion.

The most enjoyable part of my free-
lance writing is the opportunity to 
reflect on my days as they are happen-
ing. After much thought, i have 
reached some positive conclusions 
about the events of the past eight 
months or so. To this end, i believe one 
of the many revealing moments of this 
pandemic has been reckoning with the 
rigidity of university systems generally, 
and at Cambridge in particular; a uni-
versity which didn’t close during the 
Bubonic Plague or either world war, 
but did close during Easter term. 

Clearly, it has taken a frighteningly 
virulent pandemic for Cambridge to 
begin to adjust some of its most exclu-
sive and inflexible policies.

in a time of fear, anxiety and disrup-
tion, it is realisations like these which 
give me hope for the future of institu-
tions like Cambridge, which i have 
occasionally found to be rigid, inacces-
sible or unwelcoming. one of the 
important lessons we have all had to 
take from Covid-19 is the need to adapt 
to the most unexpected circumstances, 
and it is absolutely time for universities 
to follow suit.
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I use much of my time 
working in other ways 

– an unavoidable 
necessity for many 

university 
students.

Covid-19 has affected 
every section of society 
– and students are no 
different. Strict rules 
and weekly testing is in 
place for Cambridge 
University students, 
with more than 200 
students asked to self-
isolate after at least 18 
confirmed cases at 
Homerton College 
alone. Here, Cambridge 
University student 
Molly Bolding writes 
about her experiences 
so far in her last year at 
the institution. 
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