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Ghent University and the corona crisis: an interim impression 

{phase 1: a local emergency} 

Ghent University has been stimulating the internationalisation of its education for many 
decades. And with success: more and more students (of the 5952 master's students who 
graduated in the academic year 2018/19: 1385 or 23%) choose to pursue part of their studies 
abroad. In some programs - including the Master of Arts in Eastern languages and cultures - 
this even applies to all students. 

To this end, Ghent University cooperates with partner institutions all over the world. As a rule, 
this works very well. But it also implies that we have to keep in touch with the whole world: 
although (unexpected) events in faraway countries usually affect only a relatively small 
number of students and staff members who are present there at that very moment or who plan 
to travel there, these events can have a very deep impact on these students and staff members. 
As a caring university, we want to be able to act quickly and adequately in such cases. An ad 
hoc crisis group ("Team Actueel") also ensures that, with regard to our students and staff 
abroad, the necessary action is taken depending on the situation: consultation with the partner 
institution, repatriation of students and staff, financial assistance, psychological support, 
internal and external communication and contacts, etc.  

This is also the case at the turn of the year. We are quickly picking up the first reports of the 
outbreak of a virus in Wuhan - in part thanks to the presence of a permanent representative 
in China. The very decisive approach of the Chinese government is striking and makes us 
alert, even though there is not much information about the virus at that time. Ghent University 
decides to follow the advice of Belgium’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the guidelines of the 
local authorities as much as possible: with the exception of Hubei province, there are no 
restrictions, so Ghent University does not issue a negative travel advice for the time being. 
Nevertheless, our university’s Internationalisation Department maintains close individual 
contact with students in China and with students who intend to spend their second semester 
there from February 2020 onwards. After all, if the Chinese universities would temporarily 
suspend their academic activities, it would make little sense to let the students leave on the 
planned date. 

{phase 2: an expanding emergency} 

Towards the end of January, the emergency situation gets worse. The virus is not only 
spreading in other Chinese provinces, but is also gaining a foothold elsewhere: first in ‘remote’ 
East Asia (not so ‘remote’ for Ghent University, though, given its own campus in South Korea, 
which soon gets affected as well), but then ever closer - with a sudden outbreak in Italy in the 
second half of February. Several countries issue quarantine measures; universities in the 
affected regions decide to close or postpone the academic comeback.  

Ghent University attunes its travel policy closely to the rapidly changing context. To their 
disappointment - and sometimes incomprehension and even anger - Ghent students are no 
longer allowed to leave for countries or regions with negative travel advice from the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs or where academic activities are no longer possible; as far as staff are 
concerned, they can travel in exceptional cases only, for essential trips. Foreign students and 
researchers staying temporarily at Ghent University begin to worry, following the example of 
their Chinese colleagues, about the (im)possibility of returning to their home country. The 
university no longer only communicates with the students and staff who are directly involved, 
but keeps the entire university community informed via group mail and a special page on the 
university’s website (www.ugent.be/en/coronavirus). It is becoming clear that more and more 
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missions and study stays abroad have to be questioned and, if possible, alternative 
destinations or activities will have to be looked forward to. 

{phase 3: a global emergency} 

Belgium is not spared from what has become a pandemic. In barely a few weeks’ time, the 
initial acute crisis in just one specific country (which necessitates far-reaching actions for a 
nonetheless very limited group of students and staff) evolves into first a crisis that puts our 
international activities at risk for the rest of the academic year (and thus has an impact on a 
much larger group of students and staff) and then a crisis that threatens to affect the 
functioning of the university in all its facets. 

Building on information from their own scientific experts and from the university hospitals, the 
rectors of the Flemish universities are preparing for very drastic measures in the second week 
of March. At the same time, they call on the political authorities to take urgent action and to 
prevent as much as possible an absolute disaster scenario in the healthcare sector. 

Ghent University almost completely switches from 'on campus' to 'online' on 16 March. 
Students no longer come to the university, the university reaches out to the students: in record 
time and with 7-on-7 support from an extensive team of educational advisors and technologists, 
all education will take place remotely from now on and at least until 19 April. The university's 
student restaurants and sports facilities are closing, student associations decide to cancel all 
their activities immediately, major events such as the university’s traditional 'Dies Natalis' 
celebration on 20 March or the opening weekend of the new science museum ‘GUM’ are 
cancelled at the eleventh hour. For staff, teleworking becomes the norm, with only a very 
limited number of exceptions for which strict security measures apply. Of the over 9,000 
members of staff, on average no more than 200 still work on campus. Among them, of course, 
the members of Team Actueel, who now have a more than full day's crisis management task, 
under the direct supervision of the rector. While some staff members are forced to be relieved 
of duty due to a lack of teleworkable activities, others have to work overtime to get lessons 
recorded and streamed, adapt the IT infrastructure and roll out new software, reorganise the 
research activities, and so on. 

Meanwhile, the whole country is going into lockdown. Initially until 3 April (the start of the 
Easter holidays in Belgium); but later on, that period is repeatedly extended, while emergency 
measures get regular updates and adjustments. 

{phase 4: from crisis management to consolidation of an alternative modus operandi} 

After the most urgent measures have been taken, and certainly as it becomes increasingly 
clear - and as this awareness is also permeating the broad university community - that a return 
to normal life could turn out to be a long-term job, focus shifts from crisis management to a re-
thinking of university work. 

One of the major concerns is the orderly continuation and completion of the academic year for 
our more than 44,000 students. Already on 20 March, when many still hope that the schools 
will be able to open their doors again on 20 April, the first day after the Easter holidays, Ghent 
University decides to stick to distance learning for the rest of the academic year. Courses have 
to go completely online, alternatives for internships and practical seminars have to be found. 
Students who stay in a university hall of residence are obliged to leave their room and return 
to their home - with just a few exceptions, such as for foreign students who cannot return to 
their home country anymore. At the end of March, the Board adopts an adjusted academic 
calendar, in which, among other things, the start of the exam period is postponed by one week, 
so that extra catch-up lessons and 'booster sessions' can be offered to our students before 
they have to turn to their exams. All events that were to take place on campus, are cancelled 
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until at least 4 July, so that manpower and infrastructure can primarily be used for the 
organisation of the exams. 

Students receive their exam schedule by mid-April. For half of the exams, the examinators 
rely on an online exam form - an unseen experiment. The other half, some 3,000 exam 
sessions, will take place on campus - also in an unprecedented way, because with due 
observance of very strict safety measures (social distancing, mouth mask, separate circulation 
flows ...), which of course have an enormous impact on logistics and organisation, as well as 
on the usable capacity of the examination rooms. Just like other universities and colleges in 
Ghent and elsewhere in Flanders, Ghent University rents extra capacity in a large event 
complex. 

As it becomes increasingly clear that university life will have to adapt to the corona measures 
not just for a few weeks but for several months, new problems and challenges arise. Due to 
the sharply reduced economic activity in the country, many students start to experience 
financial difficulties; some foreign students are stuck in Belgium with no income at all as their 
scholarship expires. Ghent University decides to expend the activity range of its Social Service. 
Students who do not dispose of a laptop of their own or an internet connection, get the 
necessary support in order to allow them to participate in the online classes. The lack of 
contact with fellow students, the uncertainty about the further course of the pandemic, 
difficulties in participating in online learning and numerous video sessions, fear of the exams ... 
cause stress and despair that increase as the weeks go by. Ghent University deploys its 
student psychologists, provides empathic messages via group mail and social media, gives 
tips & tricks under the motto "student@warmUGent" via the Ufora learning platform. Whether 
all this is enough to keep most students on board and to allow them to properly prepare for 
the exams given the unprecedented circumstances, can of course not be predicted. Through 
intensive contact with the Ghent Student Council and student representatives in all kinds of 
advisory bodies and committees, the university tries to keep its finger on the pulse and to 
capture as many signals from students as possible. 

Staff members, too, experience that this situation is far from self-evident. Many of them prove 
to be extremely committed and flexible. But the uncertainty weighs heavily. Teachers must, 
so to say, find out on the spot how they should effectively convey learning content in these 
exceptional circumstances and in which way they can best examine their students at the end 
of the semester. Employees with (young) children at home have to constantly compromise 
between teleworking and caring for their family - and for themselves. The university 
management attaches great importance to empathic communication with its staff; managers 
are given the message that, more than ever, they must adopt a lenient and flexible attitude 
towards their employees. The resumption of certain activities on campus is carefully prepared 
and extensively discussed with representatives of the trade unions. 

{phase 5: a glimpse into the future: on to "the new normal"} 

The academic year 2019/20 is still in full swing. Many operational matters still have to be 
settled and unexpected problems that require a quick solution will undoubtedly arise. However, 
the broad outlines of the further course of this exceptional academic year are clear and provide 
a basis for further action. 

What is also becoming increasingly clear: this pandemic will not suddenly end as the current 
academic year comes to an end. Literally nobody knows exactly how the coronavirus will 
spread after the summer. But with a probability bordering on certainty, we may assume that it 
will have an impact on the university. This assumption should prompt us to look sufficiently far 
ahead in time, allowing us to draw up various scenarios that take into account the impact of a 
second and even third wave of infections, and to make the necessary preparations for rolling 
out the appropriate scenario as soon as necessary.  
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The experiences we bring with us from this academic year will for sure prove to be of great 
help. They show that in each of these scenarios for the future, we have to take into account 
many facets of the university's operations; they also show that we might sometimes be faced 
with very far-reaching dilemmas and decisions. To return to the example this article started 
with: is an internationalisation policy that is characterised, among other things, by increasing 
mobility of students and lecturers still tenable in the light of corona insecurity? Is it an 
acceptable risk to continue receiving and sending out students in large numbers, or should 
our focus permanently shift to “internationalisation@home” initiatives? And shouldn't we take 
into account that “@home” might have to be taken very literally from now onwards? 

We didn't expect a local emergency to spread so quickly into a global pandemic. In the given 
circumstances, adequate crisis management was probably the highest achievable action - and 
at Ghent University, just like at the other Flemish universities, this crisis has all in all been well 
dealt with so far. However, now that our own scientific experts explicitly warn of the resurgence 
of the virus, we cannot ignore these alerts and adequate crisis management can no longer be 
considered to be the highest we can aim for. Whether we like it or not, a “new normal” is on 
its way. With all the knowledge and expertise they have in house, but also in view of the crucial 
role they play within knowledge economies, universities are obliged to help shape this “new 
normal” instead of merely undergoing it. 

 

By now crisis structures at Ghent University are firmly established and university is already 
stepping over from crisis management to “routine” within the new parameters and we can 
already look back to evaluate our crisis management to a certain degree.  
 
For faculty and departments, the formation of a well-functioning crisis cell, with a generic 
contact address and their own weblink, where all questions and communication were bundled, 
proved to be very useful and helped to avoid confusion and frustration and guaranteed that 
corona related challenges that were addressed by all faculties would be identified and be given 
priority. As corona related communication, also to the outside, was only handled by the cell, 
misinformation and confusion could effectively be avoided. 
 
The crisis certainly had a huge impact on  the professional life of academics, lecturers and 
administrative staff members alike: being in lockdown, managing the crisis, changing to online 
teaching from home within midterm, the reorganization of the academic year, and the exam 
schedule, reorganizing exchange programs, etc. not only asked for flexibility and creativity, 
but immensely increased the workload and effected our mental well-being. However, we also 
realized that, as far as academic staff members are concerned, those with teaching 
assignments and/ or administrative tasks saw their workload increasing and their mailboxes 
exploding, while colleagues focusing on research were, in general, able to concentrate on their 
projects (splendid solitude). Additionally, colleagues with young children (all schools and 
daycares were closed) or relatives in the risk group felt increasingly unable to combine or 
separate work and private life. The rector and the deans therefore, already in an early stage, 
communicated that under the given circumstances, staff members could not be expected to 
perform on the usual level and stressed the importance of taking care of one’s own and one’s 
family’s mental and bodily well-being.  
 
Recent research also has shown that the mental effect of the crisis is more severe for the 
younger generation, and quite early in the process of taking corona related measurements an 
increase in students’ mental health issues was signaled from the faculties and educational 
programs. At the Faculty of Arts and Philosophy, e.g., we decided to cancel our exchange 
programs already by mid-March and the announcement let to severe frustration, stress, 
anxiety and mental problems with some students; to a degree that group counseling by our 
mental health team had to be organized. We also realized, that we have to be aware of the 
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fact that online teaching potentially increases inequality between students: not all students are 
equipped with stable internet connections, adequate computer equipment, rooms that 
guarantee privacy to study, etc. not to speak of intrafamilial conflicts.  This is certainly a topic 
that universities in general have to focus on now and we have to make sure that the crisis will 
not lead to the exclusion of students from challenging social or financial backgrounds and of 
students with health issues.  
 
Prof. Dr. Rik Van de Walle (Rector Ghent University) 
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