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COVID-19 in Dutch higher education
Harry de Boer

Center for Higher Education Policy Studies, University of Twente, Twente, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
In this contribution to the Special Issue of Studies in Higher Education, I
describe developments during the COVID-19 pandemic in Dutch higher
education along three lines. First, the context is outlined in
chronological order. It concerns the evolution of the pandemic in the
Netherlands, complemented by the general situation at my own
university – the University of Twente (UT). The UT has almost 12,000
students, about 30% of whom come from abroad.1 Many of the foreign
students come from neighbouring country Germany (12% of the total
number of students). The university is located in the east of the
Netherlands, close to the border with Germany, and has a beautiful
spacious campus. The nickname of the university is the Entrepreneurial
University, which underlines its character. The second part of my
contribution gives an overview of a number of measures and issues
that were taken during the COVID-19 outbreak in the Dutch higher
education sector. The third part contains a number of personal
perceptions and gives an impression of my state of mind in recent
months.2
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The chronology of COVID-19 in the Netherlands

This section provides an overview of the measures relating to the COVID-19 virus in the Netherlands,
which, typically for times of crisis, foremost had a top down character.3 These measures have been
announced by the Cabinet, assisted by the national Outbreak Management Team (OMT). The OMT is
a team of experts of the National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (Dutch abbrevi-
ation: RIVM). To combat COVID-19, the OMT became operational on 24 January 2020. Measures in
the various policy areas were further elaborated and communicated by the relevant ministries. In
the first few months of the crisis, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science issued a number
of service documents to direct and to help higher education institutions combat the COVID-19
virus. It was up to the institutions to implement the measures locally and to guide and to inform
their staff and students. At the beginning of March, the Executive Board of the University of
Twente (UT) stated that it would not be initiating its own rules and recommendations, but that it
would follow government policy and advice. On balance, this means that the measures against
COVID-19 at the higher education institutions have been shaped by the recommendations of a
national teams of experts (the OMT), which in practice the Cabinet converted into general measures
(Figure 1).

In January, there were reports from China of a mysterious lung disease. At the end of the month,
travel advice to China was tightened. At the UT, faculty received a message containing a negative
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travel advice for China due to the COVID-19 virus. It was also recommended not to invite Chinese
guests from now on. However, it was also assumed that the chance of spread of the virus in the Neth-
erlands would be small.

February 2020 is the denial phase. People who warned of the seriousness of the virus were
accused of scaremongering. According to the authorities, there was no reason to be concerned. It
was only in the last week of February that the seriousness of the situation started to sink in.

In March, we witnessed a rapid accumulation of developments. The Ministerial Crisis Manage-
ment Committee met for the first time. In the first 2 weeks of March, the message to the public
was that the situation was still under control, but in mid-March the tone changed radically. From
March 12, the Cabinet announced a series of measures: the start of an ‘intelligent’ lockdown. On
March 16, the Prime Minister, as did the King a few days later, addressed the Dutch people. This
was a unique event that took place previously 47 years earlier. It underlined the seriousness of
the situation. Schools, catering and sports clubs were closed, working from home became the
norm, major events were banned, and basic rules on hygiene and social conduct were strongly
advised. Later that month, these measures were tightened up: meetings were banned, gatherings
in the street were not allowed and the national exams for secondary schools were cancelled. A
number of large shopping companies closed their doors to the public. Although the Dutch were
allowed to undertake outdoors activities (no complete lockdown), the Netherlands came to a stand-
still: the streets looked deserted, as did the UT.

For the universities, this meant that there were no longer meetings with more than a hundred
people; exams, sports activities and events were cancelled; no physical education on campus for
large groups; and staff and students were supposed to work and study from home. In essence,
from one day to the next, staff and students sat at home. The UT Executive Board decided that
the university went into full lockdown for 1 week as far as teaching was concerned: no teaching
activities (lessons, working groups, examinations) took place. Teaching staff had to use this week
of complete university lockdown to prepare themselves for offering online education to start
from Monday March 23. There was just 1 week to transform all teaching from traditional face-to-
face to online teaching. As a matter of principle, no concessions would be allowed regarding the
quality of the programmes offered. Quality requirements and learning objectives set for education
had to be maintained. Instructors were supposed to initiate communication with the students on
specific details. And although the teaching staff often had no idea exactly what was going on,
they became the point of contact in case the new situation would lead to, for example, study
delay or other complex situations. Tailor-made solutions were the only option, the UT Executive
Board argued, as the educational programmes offered at the UT are rather divergent.

Thus, as of March 23, just 2 weeks after ‘we are in control’ and ‘activities will continue as normally
as possible’, all higher education programmes had be offered online. Research activities in the labs
should be reduced to an absolute minimum. Special study places were set up on the UT campus for
students who did not have the opportunity to study at home. Students who studied abroad were
strongly advised to come home. Internships could continue as long as the guidelines issued by
the internship organization were followed. And until further notice staff and students were no
longer allowed to book or make any work or study related trips abroad.

In April 2020, the Netherlands was under the spell of the ‘intelligent lockdown’.4 Especially in the
first half of the month, ‘everyone’ was very well aware of the seriousness of the situation. Despite the
measures taken, the number of infections and patients was increasing rapidly. The health care
system was under great pressure: a lack of hospital beds, manpower, medicines and other (test)
facilities. Years of cutbacks in health care took their revenge. Halfway through the month, first

Figure 1. Timeline in key words.
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considerations were given to relaxing some measures (indicated as the ‘transition strategy’). The
Dutch however must prepare themselves for a ‘one-and-a-half-meter society’. At same time,
voices were slowly being raised against the usefulness and effectiveness of the government
measures, although there was nonetheless a great deal of support also. The government was
being accused of listening too much to medical experts and of having insufficient regard for the
economy.

During this period, the UT announced that most of the measures would be extended. Education
would be provided online at least until June 1, and probably beyond that date, and working at home
remained compulsory for practically everyone. On the last day of the month, it was announced that
all education would remain online until the beginning of the new academic year (September 2020).
The UT Executive Board’s decision was intended to create clarity for students and staff. This however
did not alter the fact that many staff members and students were left with burning questions (see
next paragraphs). In close consultation between faculties and service departments lab activity on
campus was gradually resumed on a limited scale for activities considered critical and urgent. Stu-
dents who should carrying out research activities for their bachelor or master graduation thesis
had to consult their thesis supervisor and had to make individual arrangements.

In the meantime, the UT started up to investigate the options for establishing a one-and-a-half-
meter university. How can the campus be set up in such a way that social distancing and other
measures are sufficiently taken into account? When can staff and students return to the campus?
Pressing and mindboggling questions at a time when students and staff have already been
working and studying at home for 10 weeks.

In May, the Netherlands seemed to be over the greatest shock. The COVID-19 figures were devel-
oping favourably, while the economic impact gradually became visible and were worse than initially
expected. The country was slowly starting up again. Primary schools and childcare facilities (partially)
reopened in mid-May and secondary education schools as of June 1. Many large shopping compa-
nies were reopening their doors, as did dentists, physiotherapists and hairdressers (to mention a
few). Social and work-related mobility increased, but parts of the lockdown remained such as
working from home as much as possible. The universities, however, by and large remained
closed. At the same time, before the end of the first wave, there was cautious speculation about a
possible second wave. But we did not want to hear that; obviously we are hard learners.

In the first week of May, the Dutch universities launched their campaign ‘On campus, if we can.
Online, because we can’. The UT announced that after the summer break it aimed to offer as
much education on campus as possible, as their educational philosophy calls for close collaboration
in small groups and extensive interaction between teachers and students, realizing that there will be
considerable limitations. A blending learning mode was foreseen: a mix of online and offline edu-
cation. Moreover, the UT Executive Board announced that in line with national guidelines the
start of the academic year for freshmen would be organized in an alternative way: partially online
and with activities on campus or in the city if they can be held safely (the university introduction
week involves more than a thousand freshmen).

Because the Prime-Minister announced on May 19 that universities were allowed to restart a
limited number of education activities on campus, the UT decided to do so as of June 16 by first
allowing on-site activities that would add value to the UT community specifically, such as further
opening lab facilities for students carrying out research for their thesis, creating study spots for stu-
dents who cannot study comfortably at home, and facilitating small groups of students working in
project teams. In the meantime, almost all staff and students continued to work and study in their
home offices.

In June and July, the Netherlands opened up further. The COVID-19 figures in the Netherlands
were improving. We seemed to be in control. The result was that the Dutch allowed themselves
more freedom and complied with the rules less strictly (although this certainly did not apply to
everyone). The possibilities of having summer holidays for example were the talk of the town. At
the end of July, there were new worries: the number of infections was creeping up again, this
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time especially among young people. Moreover, the virus seemed to be mutating. The discussions in
the Netherlands at the time were mainly about the (failing) testing policies and whether or not to
wear face masks. Moreover, the focus in discussions shifted to some extent from medical and
health issues to economic consequences. And various protest marches were held (including ‘black
lives matter’); the COVID-19 rules were being subordinated to the right to demonstrate. Support
for the rules and interest in COVID-19 news was declining considerably. ‘Corona blockers’ (‘viral
madness’ movement) entered the scene.

During the summer, the Cabinet submitted a bill: a temporary law regarding COVID-19 that is sup-
posed to replace the hurried temporary emergency ordinances and would give the government
more power to intervene when deemed necessary. Such a law would seriously stress the boundaries
of the democratic rule of law and it is no surprise it was met with a great deal of scepticism and resist-
ance. A strongly amended proposal would not be adopted by Parliament until September.

At the beginning of July, the UT is startled by a local outbreak of the virus on campus. Six students
from one building tested positive. Partly as a result of this, students were once more advised to have
themselves tested when they do not feel well.

In the first part of August, the number of COVID-19 infections increased and stabilised halfway
through the month. This time the increase in the number of infections took place mainly in the
large cities in the west of the country. The Cabinet relaxed its central steering approach and replaced
it by a more regional approach with an important role for local authorities. And a group of experts set
up the RedTeam to counteract the experts of the OMT. It considered the government’s COVID-19
policy to be unclear and not transparent.

Over summer, the UT prepared itself for a ‘one-and-a-half meter university’ (‘socially isolated uni-
versity’) for the beginning of the new academic year. Feasibility studies showed that an average util-
isation of 40 per cent of normal capacity was achievable. This became the norm at the beginning of
the academic year. Responsibility was delegated to the faculties and departments that had to draw
up schedules and had to ensure that employees (on average per group) did not spend more than
40% of their working time at the UT. It meant de facto that many colleagues still do not meet
each other at work.

When allocating the available space for activities on campus, the activities have been prioritized.
Greater emphasis was placed on activities such as tutorials, practica and exams for which the added
value of being on campus is greater than for other activities. In addition, priority was given to activi-
ties concerning first-year and bachelor students.5 The times at which education is offered were also
adjusted. Lessons start later and stop earlier in order to avoid traveling during rush hours. Students
and staff were called upon to make as little use as possible of public transport.

At the beginning of August, there was of course a lot of attention for the welcome of new stu-
dents. In close consultation with the student organizers and the local authorities, the UT Executive
Board provided guidelines for the freshmen’s introduction and for activities of student associations.
The latter were more popular than ever – students had a visible need for social contacts. The general
guideline meant ‘small scale on campus and in the surrounding cities’, gatherings complemented by
online gatherings and ‘avoidance of physical encounters’. A strictly enforced general rule was the
prohibition of alcohol consumption on campus during introductory activities and the ending time
of events at 10 pm.

In September, the number of people tested positive increased significantly. The dreaded second
wave of infections broke out. Some Dutch regions were among the largest COVID-19 hotspots in
Western Europe. The regional approach to the rapidly spreading virus was being called into question.
The government hesitated to take harsh measures, but at the end of the month new measures were
announced. Although the government’s measures were being tightened up, an exception was made
for higher education in certain respects. According to the UT Executive Board, this meant that edu-
cation will continue as planned (maintaining blended learning). Activities such as exams, practica
and tutorials would still take place offline. This also applied to graduation symposiums and cer-
emonies, provided a maximum attendance of 30 persons. Moreover, while not mandatory, the UT
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Executive Board urged wearing a non-medical face masks as of October 5. Despite the possibilities of
having offline education, more and more students were asking for permission not to go to campus.
While the government tries to avoid a full lockdown by all possible means, we seem just to be an
inch away of being back in the situation we had in April. The vicious circle is complete with
winter at the doorstep.

Higher education

In addition to the general measures and guidelines of the Cabinet, and in line with that those of the
institutions, a number of specific measures have been taken and specific problems have been
detected in higher education. The general picture that emerges from this is that many existing pol-
icies and regulations have been temporarily relaxed and that deadlines have been pushed back with
the intention of not endangering the quality of education and minimising delays in crucial activities.
In addition, the nationally binding regulations and guidelines leave room for the institutions them-
selves to take appropriate measures locally.

The following provides a non-exhaustive anthology of some of those decisions, indicating the
variety of issues and measures taken.6 It examines measures and consequences of the pandemic
for admission and participation in higher education, the delays experienced by students and their
consequences, the quality of education, examinations and some financial consequences for the
institutions.

Participation

The crisis has affected participation numbers in higher education. Although at the beginning of
October 2020, the exact figures for the number of students enrolled are not yet available, pre-regis-
trations showed that, compared to previous years, more students will be enrolled in higher edu-
cation (the estimates are about 5%). The explanation given for this is that students opted out of a
‘gap year’. In recent years, it has been popular among young people in the Netherlands to do some-
thing different for a year after obtaining a diploma (secondary education and bachelor’s degree),
especially travelling abroad. Now that this was impossible, prospective students skipped the gap
year and decided to enrol for a study programme.

The Netherlands has a relatively large number of foreign students. Due to the good reputation
and quality of Dutch higher education, the many English-language study programmes and the
short procedure for residence permits, in recent years many foreign students chose to study in
the Netherlands. But during the summer of 2020, particularly students from outside the EU were
hesitant. Due to the uncertainty created by the crisis, many of them decided to postpone the
decision to study in Europe. Shortly before the start of the new academic year (September 1), the
number of applications from prospective non-EU students is much lower than in previous years.
This is evident, for example, from data from the Dutch Immigration and Naturalisation Service of
the Ministry of Justice and Security, which, among other things, assesses applications from people
who want to apply for residence in the Netherlands.

The application and selection procedures were in full swing when the crisis erupted (March 2020).
Normally, in the Netherlands students have to apply before May 1 for a course of study. In consul-
tation with various organisations, including of course the institutions, the Ministry decided to post-
pone the application date for new study programs to June 1. This does, however, mean that the time
between preregistration and actual enrolment will be shortened. The Netherlands also has a number
of studies for which a selection procedure applies. For these studies, too, it has been decided to post-
pone the deadline for a completed selection procedure from April 15 to June 15 at the latest.

In recent years there has been a lot of fuss about the so-called National Student Survey. After a lot
of discussion and a change in the law, a renewed National Student Survey would be sent to students
in 2020. In consultation with all parties involved, the Ministry however has decided to cancel the
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survey. The fear was that due to the crisis no valid results would be obtained. In addition, the energy
it would take could be better spent on organising education in the best possible way during the
crisis. However, the consequence is in apart that the information for students to determine their
study choice is based on old information (also the national student survey had not taken place in
2019). In certain cases, this leads to a misrepresentation of the educational quality of certain
programmes.

Delays

Although there are no clear figures on study delays, it is clear that some students have been
delayed.7 A study by Warps & Van den Broek shows that, compared to 2 years earlier, more students
indicated that they are lagging behind in their study programme.8 Half of the students said that their
study progress has deteriorated during COVID-19. For 44% of the students the study progress did not
change significantly. A total of two-thirds of the students indicated that they have now (beginning
June) obtained as many study credits as if there had been no COVID-19, while almost one third indi-
cated that they had gained fewer study credits. Various measures have been taken to resolve the
problems arising from the delay.

In Dutch higher education the institutions are obliged to give a ‘binding study advice’ to their
first-year students. It a decision made by the institution about a student’s progress in their study pro-
gramme (at the end of the first academic year). The advice may be negative. In that case, the student
will have to discontinue his or her programme. This is the case if the student does not have earned
enough credits (and no special circumstances apply). Although the institutions continued teaching
and holding examinations as best as possible, some students experienced delays as a result of the
COVID-19 crisis, implying that they would not earn the credits required (Warps & Van den Broek
2020). The minister requested the institutions to postpone the issuance of a negative binding
study advice until the second academic year (the law provides for this).

Students and graduates may run into financial problems because part of their income is lost as a
result of the crisis while their expenses continue. For example, many students have a side job to
provide for themselves. Many of these jobs were lost due to the crisis. The minister called on the
implementing body for study grants to be accommodating. A number of measures were taken.
On April 14, the Cabinet decided that students within higher education will be able to use the
‘student travel product’ free of charge for an additional 3 months. These extra 3 months will take
effect from the moment that the right to free travel has expired. Moreover, higher education stu-
dents who have been delayed in their final year of study and must therefore continue their
studies during the coming academic year and will graduate between 1 September 2020 and 31
January 2021, will receive 3 months’ tuition fees back as a rebate (€535 per student). The Ministry
has decided not to check whether the delay is due to the COVID-19 crisis. In addition, students
whose supplementary grant expired in July, August and September 2020 will receive a one off
financial contribution of €1500.

In the opinion of one of the students’ trade unions, it is unfair that only students from the last year
of their studies should be compensated financially. Delays may also occur in previous years as a
result of the crisis, and it is not self-evident that these students will be able to catch up. In addition,
there is a plea for ‘COVID-19 compensation’ on student grants because students have had to borrow
more money for their studies without any form of compensation. In fact, they argue, in some cases
the supply and quality of the programmes offered has deteriorated.

For the transition from a programme to an advanced programme, the principle generally applies
in the Netherlands that the programmemust first be completed before a student can be admitted to
the advanced programme. For example, students can only start their Master when they have com-
pleted their Bachelor’s degree. Delays caused by COVID-19 may mean that students are unable to
timely complete the programme in its entirety and therefore would be unable to enrol in a sub-
sequent programme. At the start of the crisis, the minister indicated that this must be prevented.
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The institutions were allowed to deviate from this legal transmission requirement. The institutions
each implemented this in their own way for the various study pathways. The intention was to
ensure that students who wish to continue their studies should not suffer from strict transmission
requirements that would apply in normal times.

Quality

The intention from the beginning of the crisis has been to allow educational activities and examin-
ations to continue as much as possible in order to keep study delays to a minimum. Under the motto
‘necessity knows no law’ it was possible, under certain conditions, to deviate from the rules and pro-
cedures set out in the education and examination regulations of the institutions for each pro-
gramme. In most institutions, the teaching and examination regulations have been adapted: (i)
adapting test forms so that they could also be taken at a distance; (ii) formulating replacement
assignments for practical subjects/internships; (iii) reshaping a substantial part of the curricula
and (iv) reducing ‘in person education’.

Under great pressure and in a short space of time, study programmes were ‘digitised’. Some
things undoubtedly went wrong, but the general picture is that despite hiccups, this succeeded
reasonably well. Students were rather positive in their final assessment of how their institutions
have organised education so far during the COVID-19 crisis (Warps & Van den Broek 2020). A
large majority thought that the institutions have done well or very well, while 14% of the students
felt that the institutions have done badly or very badly in these circumstances.

In the spring of 2020, the Inspectorate of Education started to collect information on how edu-
cation is adapting to the circumstances due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus.9 The first snap-
shot covered the period 15–23 April; the second the period 22 June–3 July 2020. A third
measurement will take place in October. Inspectors conducted a telephone survey at 16 universities
of applied sciences and 7 universities (about half of the funded universities and universities of
applied sciences) and mostly spoke to members of the Executive Board or heads of education
staff offices.

Approximately three quarters of the universities surveyed indicated that (almost) all education
took place. If education was offered, it was often related to the form of education. Lectures were
made available online and also most of the work seminars were held digitally. Institutions indicated
that they knew only to a limited extent whether all students were actively participating. Practical
training, skills education and work placements were often cancelled. Lecturers sometimes made
an extra effort regarding internships via their network, although not in all cases, this resulted in
an internship being able to continue. The failure of continuation of internships emerged in the dis-
cussions as the most important factor in the occurrence of study delays, particularly in higher pro-
fessional education.

Different test forms and exams were adapted. The vast majority of institutions said they used
online tests. Most of the institutions indicated that they also worked with substitute assignments
and sometimes with verbal tests or alternative test locations. Just under two-thirds of the institutions
indicated that in a number of study programmes tests were postponed. This was the case, for
example, with tests that require physical contact (medical programmes) or where workshops or prac-
tica are used.

In this context, there has been ‘much ado about proctoring’ – for brevity’s sake referred to here as
taking an exam under digital supervision (the use of surveillance software). The candidate takes his
or her test at home while recordings are made of the candidate’s screen, the candidate himself or
herself and their environment. The Minister allowed the institutions themselves to decide
whether to introduce this form of testing. Some institutions have introduced this form of testing,
while others have not. It led to criticisms in both cases.

At the University of Amsterdam (UvA), proctoring led to student protests. Two student councils
and one student filed a lawsuit. They felt that the UvA should have first asked them for permission
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and, moreover, the surveillance software would violate students’ privacy. The court did not go along
with their objections and ruled that the use of online proctoring was lawful. The UT was more reluc-
tant. While a pilot project was being carried out, in principle online proctoring was being abandoned.
Tests could be taken at home without surveillance software, with a moral appeal being made to the
students. Students must solemnly promise not to abuse the situation. And that went wrong. In one
of the online exams, a number of students cheated, with the result that all students have to retake
the exam next year.

Some other outcomes of the snapshots of the Inspectorate of Education were:

. Institutions indicated that during the COVID-19 period before summer they paid extra attention
to specific groups of students, such as international students, students with financial problems
and students with disabilities.

. The main obstacles in organising and implementing online education were the workload for staff
and the inability to complete internships (with the lack of alternatives).

. Online education was ‘more compressed’: shorter lectures, fewer questions from students in
between, and ‘difficult’ interaction between teacher and student.

. The majority of institutional leadership experienced the cooperation with the representative par-
ticipatory bodies as positive. They were often involved in adjusting educational guidelines, testing
and in communicating with students. Examination committees, programme directors and edu-
cation committees were also involved, but this varied greatly per programme.

Although the picture was (moderately) positive across the board, over time reports appeared in
the media that students felt that the quality of the online education provided was substandard.
Messages appeared from students who wanted a part of the tuition fee returned because this
was not ‘the product they paid for’. Concerns about the quality of online education were also
expressed in politics. Some political parties wanted the minister to tighten up supervision of the
quality of digital education in these special times. Additional checks were necessary, they argued.
At the beginning of September, one governing party even suggested using ‘mystery guests’, spies
from the accreditation body, to experience the quality of digital education. The student unions
were also of the opinion that there was a need for a separate monitor (‘hard data’) that will
provide an accurate picture of the consequences of COVID-19. For the time being, other political
parties, including the Minister, were of the opinion that the current systems of internal and external
quality control are sufficient.

Financial impact

From the beginning of the pandemic in March, it was clear that the financial impact on higher edu-
cation would be significant. Not only students but also institutions would have to deal with financial
setbacks, for example with regard to research. These financial setbacks are, on the one hand, the
result of the delay in carrying out research. The institutions indicate that the delay of research
varies per domain and depends on the type of research. The impact of the lockdown for research
where physical contact is one of the core activities (delays cannot be avoided) is different from
research where literature review or data analysis is the main activity (no or limited delay). On the
other hand, financial setbacks are the result of institutions losing out on income due to a decrease
or delay in projects (partially) funded by third parties (from private companies to European
programmes).

Delay and postponement of research projects is particularly precarious for researchers on tempor-
ary contracts. In addition, these researchers, often young, are relatively often in a difficult home situ-
ation where work and family life (young children at home as schools were closed) have to be
combined. This group of researchers with a temporary contract seems to have suffered extra severely
from the consequences of the COVID-19 crisis, which, among other things, leads to stress and
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anxiety. Partly due to this problem, a COVID-19 solidarity clause has been included in the collective
labour agreement of Dutch Universities 2020, reserving a one-off 0.45% of the wage bill (€20 million).
Most universities have already worked out this clause and the first dozens of renewed contract have
been realised. This should give (mostly young) researchers more certainty and opportunities to com-
plete their research.

In addition, the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (Dutch abbreviation: NWO)
released €16 million for research at universities and universities of applied science in order to com-
pensate for losses as a result of ‘COVID-19-related delays’. Through the NWO, the Minister also made
€20 million available for (temporary contract) researchers who have been ‘COVID-19-delayed’ in the
final phase of their research. This should help around 1000 researchers. This contribution of €20
million will, however, be reduced in the next NWO budgets. Another consequence of these
COVID-19 related subsidies is that there is effectively less money available for new research
proposals.

At the moment, the extent of the financial damage cannot yet be indicated. Nor is it clear who will
ultimately foot the bill. In addition to the above-mentioned subsidies, it seems for the time being
that the institutions will have to draw on their operating reserves. That is, of course, what ‘savings
for a rainy day’ are basically for.

Personal experiences: a 7-month roller coaster

It is clear that in the last few months we have seen an enormous strain on higher education. Every
policy maker, staffmember and (prospective) student has gone through a roller coaster of emotions.
And now that we have reached the second wave of COVID-19 in the Netherlands, the fervently
desired end does not yet seem to be in sight. After 7 months since the beginning of the pandemic,
we seem to be back to square one. These concluding paragraphs give an impression of my ride on
that roller coaster.

Leafing through my COVID-19 log book, I see the following key words constantly recurring:
dealing with constant uncertainty and insecurity, concentration and motivation problems, the
lack of interaction with colleagues and students, work-related stress, dull, shifts in my work portfolio
and need for adaption. Below I will elaborate upon some of these points.

During the first few months, I was well aware that I had little reason to complain, despite all the
inconveniences of the ‘new normal’. There were no financial worries or fears of losing my job. My
home office offered a quiet and spacious place to work and is equipped with all the facilities I
need. There was unease about the work of my wife, who works across the Dutch-German border
in health care, where ‘social distancing’ with patients is impossible. We were regularly worried
about the increased risk of becoming infected. A similar concern arose when, at the beginning of
September, I returned to part of my teaching to on campus and met 240 students every week (in
groups) at a time when the number of infections in the Netherlands and in our region were rising
rapidly. Another situation that was causing unrest on the home front throughout the whole
period stems from the fact that the Dutch and German authorities were taking partly different
measures to curb the crisis. This ‘border crossing’ issue also applied, of course, to the many
German students studying at the UT. It was difficult to keep abreast of what is and is not allowed.
In practice, this turned out not to be too much of a problem.

Although as said I had little reason to complain, I found it difficult to focus on my work. This has
several causes, the most important are the persistent uncertainty, the lack of physically meeting col-
leagues, and the colourlessness and monotony of ‘COVID-19 life’. There were many times when it
was not clear what the situation would look like in the relatively short term. For me, these uncertain-
ties worked out to be demotivating. It also demanded flexibility, a constant adaptation to a changing
reality. It gave the unpleasant feeling of not being in control too many times.

When the crisis erupted and the university went into lockdown, our department head immedi-
ately set up two online work meetings per week where both personal and work-related matters

104 H. DE BOER



could be discussed with the entire group. That worked very well. At the same time, it did not elim-
inate the felt loss of ‘physical’ contact. Coffee corner conversations are irreplaceable. Not only for an
informal exchange of social matters and mutual personal interests, but also for work-related issues.
The ‘signal or triggering effect’ whereby you are alerted in between lines to things you have
missed or that ‘unconsciously’ inspire you, had disappeared and could not be replaced by
online interaction. Apparent futilities are relevant to meaning and sense giving. By constantly
sitting at home and only ‘talking to a screen’, the days became very similar. Despite the fantastic
Spring weather we had, providing excellent opportunities for outdoor activities, the days felt grey
and dull – a monotonous existence, where just not having to travel for work was experienced as
an advantage.

The shifts in work activities were as follows. In the first place, a lot of extra time was spent on edu-
cation, both redesigning and adapting the courses, responding to student needs, arranging facilities
and the education itself. Second, a number of research projects could be carried out according to
plan, where two other research projects were seriously delayed – both as a direct result of the
COVID-19 problems, which among other things caused that priority given to other activities.
Third, we organise multi-day seminars on location (at various foreign universities) in which ‘physical
presence’ is considered necessary. These seminars to which I in five cases was substantially involved,
have all been deferred. For our research institute this means a loss of income that cannot be
recouped.

I experienced the first weeks of suddenly being forced to work from home as uncomfortable.
Looking for a new rhythm in a situation of physical isolation. I decided to immediately maintain
the regular working hours at home in order to create a good work-life balance: open the lap top
at 8:00 am and close it at 5:30 pm. This has generally worked reasonably well over the past few
months, although it remains difficult as the distance between bed and office is only as much as 7 m.

In this period, regarding the new way of communicating with colleagues and students, I was also
annoyed by all kinds of different software such as Big blue button, MS Teams, Zoom, Skype for
business, Google Meet and Bluejeans. These comparable software are slightly different each time
and the lack of a standard caused several problems, for example with agenda management. It did
not really help either that the UT initially prohibited Zoom for privacy matters, while this software
was the norm in other countries. At the same time, as a result of the lockdown and postponement
of various activities and meetings, my agenda was deceptively empty in those first 2 months.

In my logbook I read that August was mainly an exciting month. I was anxious about what was to
come in the new academic year. It was for a long time not entirely clear what a 40% occupancy rate
at the university will mean, how many students would apply and what the educational facilities
would look like. The ‘1.5 university’ was a vague concept. I was most worried about the first year stu-
dents. How could we possibly manage large groups of students (in my case 200 students) who have
not had the usual introduction (i.e. hardly a decent welcome to the university) into the right mode?
How to manage giving them the incentive to work together to carry out group assignments? They
were not displaced before they have even started? I was genuinely concerned about the start of the
new academic year and, frankly, I was not looking forward to it at all.

In September, I experienced a big teaching load. Online education, from home, combined with
offline education, on campus, for about 240 students, with multiple subjects, taught me the hard
lesson that blended learning is seriously time consuming. It took many hours, especially when it
came to managing the educational programs and to find customized solutions for students in
trouble. Moreover, it was frustrating not being able to see what actually was happening to the stu-
dents. There is less insight in their learning processes. How well do they receive message and
content?

At the end of September and the beginning of October, I detected some despondency in myself.
The number of infections was rising rapidly and the measures taken by the government and the uni-
versity were being tightened up again. It called for resilience, which was slowly waning. Although
teaching seemed to be working out well in the first weeks, particularly on campus teaching was
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appreciated, even before the first exams were taken (end of October, beginning of November)
adjustments were necessary with respect to the current courses. Flexibility and customisation was
being asked for while space was decreasing to do so. This lead to even more work pressure, uncer-
tainty and frustration, both among students and teachers.

Finally, a university is for me a place where people and ideas meet. The past few months have
made it abundantly clear to me that a virtual university is nowhere near such a place and will not
be an attractive working environment. By decreeing everyone to work from home, the university
is not the meeting place between people and ideas that it should be, despite all good intentions.

Notes

1. See for more information: https://www.utwente.nl/en/
2. The picture sketched in this contribution is indicative and illustrative rather than representative. The differences

between the institutions and the perceptions of those involved are considerable. The institutions’ character, size
and geographical location vary and make within the general frame imposed by the government for different
local responses to the problems caused by the pandemic. It should also be noted in advance that many
effects are not yet visible because we are still in the midst of the crisis at the time of writing this contribution.

3. This paragraph concerns my perceptions of the developments, which have been created on the basis of many
reports in the (social) media and on the websites and communiqués of the government, the Association of Univer-
sities in the Netherlands, the Netherlands Association of Universities of Applied Sciences and the University
of Twente, such as https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/publicaties/2020/05/01/servicedocumenten-hoger-
onderwijs-ho-aanpak-coronavirus-covid-19; https://www.utwente.nl/en/service-portal/topics/coronavirus/; https://
www.vsnu.nl/en_GB/news.html/nieuwsbericht/569; https://www.vereniginghogescholen.nl/actueel/actualiteiten/
hogescholen-en-coronabestrijding

4. In contrast to a full lockdown, an intelligent lockdown, such as in the spring of 2020 in the Netherlands, still gives
people some freedom of movement. The standard was to stay at home as much as possible (only outdoors if
there was a good reason for doing so). Outdoor activities such as sports were allowed. There was also no curfew.

5. This was a rather common response at the Dutch institutions. Most of them indicated that they will give priority
to first-year students in accessing the buildings during the new academic year. They stressed how important it is
for first-year students to bond with fellow students and lecturers. Many institutions also intended to give priority
to students with a large ‘practical component’ in the programme and to students who have to take an exam/test.

6. Because of the available space, this contribution does not or hardly discuss ‘scientific research in the COVID-19
era’. In general terms, it can be noted that many scientific and applied research projects have been delayed, that
research councils have postponed the deadlines for submitting project proposals, and that in the first months of
the crisis the operational activities of the research councils have been temporarily suspended (e.g. reviewing
research proposals). More information can be found at: https://www.nwo.nl/en/common/about-nwo/corona-
virus/corona-virus.

7. It is difficult to determine exactly how many students have been delayed in their studies as a result of the switch
to online education, partly because in previous years, too, delays were common among many students.

8. Warps, J. & A. van den Broek (2020) Studeren, studievoortgang en welbevinden tijdens corona. Onderzoek in
opdracht van het Interstedelijk Studenten Overleg. ResearchNed. [Studying, study progress and well-being
during corona]. The results are based on the answers of over 10,000 students.

9. file:///C:/Users/boerhf/Downloads/Resultaten+Hoger+Onderwijs.pdf and file:///C:/Users/boerhf/Downloads/
COVID-19-monitor+meting+2+-+Hoger+Onderwijs.pdf
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