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Framework for teaching 2020-21: Term 1, June 2020 

1. External framework for teaching in 2020-21 

The ‘1.5-m society’ is expected to remain in place until a vaccine or treatment for COVID-19 becomes 

generally available. Even optimistic estimates suggest that this will take at least another eighteen 

months. With that in mind, we should assume, at least for now, that the restrictive measures 

associated with the 1.5-m society will remain in force for the whole of the 2020-2021 academic year 

and could be made stricter in the event of a resurgence of the virus. 

1.1. On 20 May, the Association of Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU) compiled a draft protocol 

on the resumption of teaching (Protocol Herstart Onderwijs), agreeing a national university 

framework and indicating the room for manoeuvre that individual universities have within that 

framework. This is a working document that will be modified as the situation develops, political 

frameworks shift and the VSNU agreements are revised.  

1.2. Restrictions on transport in and to Utrecht. In addition to the regulations laid down in the 

Protocol, the specific rules that Utrecht University agrees with the Utrecht safety region 

(veiligheidsregio Utrecht) are also of major importance. These relate to such areas as the traffic flows 

within Utrecht (regulating access routes to campus and the use of public transport in Utrecht, but 

also bicycle and pedestrian traffic) and to and from the city (train and bus traffic).  

The Protocol primarily covers the resumption of teaching activities on campus from 15 June, i.e. what 

is left of Term 4, and the same also applies to discussions between Utrecht University and the safety 

region. Currently, we know that, from 15 June until 1 September, a rule announced by the Ministry of 

Infrastructure and Water Management will apply that permits teaching activities on campus between 

11 am and 3 pm and after 8 pm only and restricts the number of movements to and from campus to 

no more than 20% of the normal rate. With all the Humanities teaching (and testing) in Term 4 taking 

place online and the Utrecht University rule in place stipulating that, for the rest of the 2019-20 

academic year, the campus can only be opened for work for which it is essential that it is done on 

campus, restrictions between 15 June and the end of Term 4 will be less damaging for Humanities 

than for some other faculties. The situation is different for the new academic year and that is the 

subject of this memorandum. Currently, it remains unclear to what extent the transport restrictions 

will remain in place after 1 September or whether some (modest) relaxation may be possible. This is 

unlikely to become any clearer in the short term (before 1 July, for example) since the effects on 

public health of the easing of restrictions implemented so far will not yet be sufficiently understood 

by then. This means we will need to live with this uncertainty in June when we are considering how 

we intend to configure our teaching in the new academic year. 

1.3. Utrecht University teaching buildings. An assessment has been made of the Utrecht University 

lecture rooms in order to determine potential capacity if a distance of 1.5 m between users is 

applied. This capacity varies according to the room, but the general impression is that it is limited to 

20-33% of the usual maximum capacity. This means that a room with space for 25 will be able to 

accommodate a maximum of eight people from 1 September. 

Another, possibly more decisive, factor concerns the walking routes from and to the lecture rooms 

within the buildings. The question of whether a building can be opened for teaching (and for all other 
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activities) will be decided on the basis of numerous criteria, most importantly the need for one-way 

traffic and, where that is not possible, the possibility for crossing traffic to maintain a distance of 

1.5m; the building must also have a separate entrance and exit. It remains unclear which buildings in 

the city centre this is likely to affect, which means we do not yet know whether teaching rooms will 

be available and, if so to what extent. All the buildings are expected to be individually assessed in the 

coming weeks, which should then provide clarity with regard to availability. 

2. University-wide decisions within the framework 

The Utrecht University working group on the resumption of teaching, which is collaborating with 

faculty working groups, including that of Humanities, has weekly consultations with the Rector and 

vice-deans on measures to be taken with regard to teaching in 2020-21. An important theme under 

discussion is which measures will apply across the whole of the University and which will be left to 

the faculties, obviously within the general framework outlined above in section 1. The current 

situation, as of 4 June 2020, is as follows.  

2.1. In view of the restrictions resulting from the 1.5-m society, the basic principle is that most 

teaching in the first semester of 2020-21 (i.e. Terms 1 and 2) will need to be online. There has been 

no explicit discussion about the second semester, but there is no reason to assume it will be any 

different.  

2.2. There will be limited space for teaching on location, and consideration is being given to 

activities and groups for which teaching on location is a priority. The prioritised activities include 

teaching that simply cannot be done online and teaching where contact on location between 

students and lecturers and between students themselves is an important factor (direct interaction, 

community forming). Priority should definitely be given to first-year Bachelor's and Master's students 

in view of the importance of forming relationships with each other and becoming acquainted with 

the degree programme and because of the need for a good start in a new environment ('learning to 

study'; as the VSNU Protocol puts it). Testing, insofar as this cannot be done effectively online, should 

also be given priority. Finally, it has been agreed that lectures (also referred to as instructional 

teaching/'instructieonderwijs'), loosely defined as teaching (especially for larger groups) in which 

direct interaction is of relatively lesser importance, will always be online (more on this below). There 

is also general agreement that prioritisation should primarily be an issue for the faculties (in other 

words: degree programmes). The issue of what exactly prioritisation means remains unanswered. 

This will also be addressed again below.  

3. Humanities teaching in 2020-21 

3.1. There is a separate memorandum, also being discussed in the Faculty Board, concerning the 

introduction of degree programmes. On the advice of the directors of studies, the Faculty Board has 

now decided to leave the first week of September free of course-based teaching in order to allow 

more space for small-scale introductory activities on location. Freeing up the timetable in the first 

week of September does not apply (or only to a limited extent) to the Bachelor's programmes in KI 

(AI), LAS and PPE, because part of the teaching is provided by other faculties than Humanities and 

these faculties generally need nine weeks of teaching (rather than the eight for Humanities) in order 

to complete their programmes (including testing). 
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3.2. Timetabling. All teaching in Terms 1 and 2 will be timetabled according to the timeslot model 

and will include the planned number of contact hours. It has been agreed that we will stick to the 

timeslot model across the whole of Utrecht University: with more than 1,100 timetabled activities in 

Term 1 for Humanities alone and in view of the need to continue as far as possible to guarantee the 

educational feasibility of the degree programmes, there is no alternative. This means that, for each 

course, the usual approach has been applied to determining when teaching will take place, whether 

online or on campus. It also means that teaching will not be able to take account of international 

students participating online from other time zones: they will have to take part at the set times, even 

if that may be in the middle of the night for them. 

However, in the exceptional circumstances that will prevail during Term 1 (and 2), it will be possible 

to make a downward adjustment to the prescribed number of contact hours per week, for example 

by scheduling fewer online contact hours and focusing more on self-study, or by planning campus 

teaching in a different way, for example, by having the lecturer repeat a lecture for a small group. 

This is conditional on the course being educationally feasible and the course objectives being met. 

Decision-making on these downward adjustments (never upward) will be the responsibility of the 

directors of studies, having sounded out the coordinators of the relevant degree programmes, 

minors or courses. 

Teaching rooms will be allocated to all teaching activities in the usual way, separately from the issue 

of whether they will all be used. Unfortunately, it is not possible to request larger lecture rooms than 

those allocated because there is not sufficient capacity.  

Rooms will also be allocated to lectures. A lecture is a teaching activity characterised as such in the 

course description (those characterised as lecture/tutorials - hoor-werkcolleges - will be treated in 

the same way as tutorials). Lectures will definitely need to take place online. It is advisable to record 

them in advance, enabling students to decide for themselves when to do the lecture. They can also 

take place live online, with the lecturer lecturing from home or from their office at the university. 

However, the lecturer may also want to use the lecture room to stream the lecture live via a platform 

such as Teams. For this reason, a room will also be allocated for lectures, but it may be very small 

(since only the lecturer will be in it).  

3.3. Teaching: models for 2020-21.  

Although this document covers teaching in Term 1 only, a similar process will need to take place at 

later stages for Terms 2, 3 and 4. 

Three teaching variants are possible: (for testing, see 4). 

3.3.1. The first option is for all course teaching to be online. In view of the continuing restrictive 

measures, this will remain the standard option in Term 1 (and semester 1), with deviations possible if 

there are exceptional reasons for this (see 3.3.2). Within this option, there are two variants.  

a. The lecturers lecture from home. Laptops are available on loan for lecturers who need 

them and can be requested from the head of department. 

b. Lecturers come to the university in person for (some of) the teaching, which is 

streamed (students participate online).  
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This mainly applies to lecturers who do not have the space, peace and quiet and/or 

facilities at home to lecture properly. If they also share their office on campus (if it is 

already available in semester 1), they could use the lecture rooms or the meeting rooms 

that have the appropriate equipment to give the lecture. From September, all lecture 

rooms will be equipped with a computer with webcam and microphone, making it 

possible to work with Teams or similar platforms.  

3.3.2. The third possibility is what we describe as bimodal teaching, for want of a better term. 

Lectures are online, but tutorial teaching is provided by lecturers from the campus. Students work in 

shifts, taking turns to come to the tutorial, while students who are not present follow it online at the 

same time. From September, all lecture rooms will be equipped with a computer with webcam and 

microphone, making bimodal teaching technically possible. 

3.4. Capacity restrictions for bimodal teaching. It is important to understand that strict limits are 

being set on campus teaching during the first semester of 2020-21. The rationale for these limits and 

for the bimodal nature of teaching is of course related to the restrictive measures applied to 

transport and room capacity, but there are three further reasons too:  

(a) the need to manage lecturers’ workload (i.e. they should not run additional tutorials within the 

same allocated time per course)  

(b) the need to work with the existing staff capacity as would be used in normal circumstances for 

100% campus teaching (this is because of financial constraints)  

(c) the need to work with the existing teaching rooms available, which are already under serious 

pressure even in normal circumstances. 

It would theoretically be possible to teach a course completely on campus, but that would either 

require a room three to four times bigger, for which there is no capacity (except in individual isolated 

cases) or for the group of students to be divided across three to four smaller rooms, for which there 

is also insufficient capacity (and insufficient staff to provide lecturers for all these different groups).  

In view of the limited capacity in terms of lecturers and rooms and the fact that no more than a 

quarter to a third of the capacity of any rooms booked can be used, we should expect this scenario to 

mean that students will attend a maximum of one-third of their classes on location and at least 

three-quarters to two-thirds online.  

There is also a fourth reason why capacity is limited: 

d. During semester 1 of the 2020-21 academic year, students and lecturers have a right to have all 

teaching online. This decision was made at university level to cater for at-risk groups: students and 

lecturers whose health makes it too risky to travel by public transport or attend group classes are 

entitled to attend or teach classes online. This also applies to students and lecturers who, for 

whatever reason, find it too risky or too difficult to travel and physically attend or teach classes on 

campus. The consequence of this is that lecturers cannot oblige students to attend campus teaching 

during the first semester of 2020- 21, but can only strongly recommend it.  
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3.5. Bimodal teaching – some concrete scenarios 

In order to give readers an idea of bimodal teaching in practice, we have provided some examples 

below.  

a. Bachelor’s degree programmes. A standard BA course has six contact hours, two hours of lectures 

and four hours of tutorials per week, for seven weeks, followed by a testing week. A student takes 

two courses in the same term.  

The two hours of lectures must be provided online, leaving 2x2 hrs = 4 hrs of tutorials for each course 

per week, over a seven-week period. This amounts to a total of 14 clusters of two hours throughout 

the term. A maximum of only one-third to a quarter of the students can physically attend each 

cluster of two hours. All students have equal rights to physical teaching. If we increase the 14 clusters 

of two hours to 15, it follows that an individual student can physically attend a maximum of 15 / 3 = 5 

two-hour tutorial sessions per term for each course and attend a minimum of 10 online tutorial 

sessions of two hours per term.  

In many Bachelor’s courses, the tutorials are clustered, i.e. 1 x 4 hrs per week. In that case, the 

possibility for students to attend a tutorial physically on campus is less frequent, but longer, i.e. a 

maximum of 2x 4 hrs per term. 

For Bachelor’s courses with four hours of lectures and two hours of tutorials ('model B' of the 

lecturer contact hours model), the possibility for students to physically attend the campus tutorial is 

of course even more limited (maximum of 2 x 2 hrs per term). This applies even more for separate 

courses and courses in interdisciplinary minors, where there is no prescribed lecture/tutorial ratio 

and it is up to the course coordinator to decide on that. 

b. Master’s degree programmes. Each Master’s course generally involves one three-hour session per 

week over seven weeks, which means that each individual student can physically attend twice and 

participate online five times.  

c. General: these calculations serve as examples. As explained in 3.2., lecturers have the freedom to 

shape their courses as they see fit, both in terms of contact hours and the way in which bimodal 

teaching is configured. There may also be instances where luck has it that the number of students in 

the course/tutorial group is so small and/or the room allocated so large that all of the teaching can 

be done on campus taking account of the 1.5-m rules and no online component is necessary (except 

for lectures). But that will be highly exceptional and the lecturer will not know this for certain until 

the start of September and only be able to communicate with students about it at that stage. For the 

reasons given, this exceptional eventuality is absolutely not one that anyone can count on.  

d. Further complications: travel time. Students need to have sufficient travel time to switch from 

online to campus teaching. This is an issue within individual courses (e.g. if a tutorial is held right 

after an online lecture and students do not have time to travel to campus for the tutorial) and more 

particularly between different courses (as a rule, Bachelor’s students usually do two per term and 

Master's students three). This is an unmanageable aspect for which we are suggesting an existing 

generic solution:  

During semester 1 of the 2020-21 academic year, students and lecturers have a right to have all 

teaching online. 
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We can extend this university-wide rule to also include students unable to travel for timetable 

reasons. However, in the case of first-year Bachelor's and Master's courses (where it is generally 

possible to predict which course combinations students are doing because the Term 1 programmes 

are usually fixed), timetabling will either attempt to prevent travel-related conflicts for students 

within the possibilities of the timeslot model or inform lecturers of the conflict in good time.  

3.6. Choice of online or bimodal teaching and the issue of prioritisation 

As indicated earlier, a decision will be made for each course as to whether it will be offered 

completely online or bimodally, with some teaching on campus and some online. Formally, the 

programme coordinator will receive a proposal from the course coordinator (in consultation with the 

team of lecturers) and then put that proposal, possibly slightly modified, to the director of studies for 

a decision. In considering this, the restrictions on campus teaching outlined in 3.4 and 3.5 will need 

to be taken into account, also bearing in mind that a bimodal course also needs to be able to go 

completely online if and when the restrictive measures are tightened. Account also needs to be 

taken of the fact that, during the first semester of 2020-21, neither lecturers nor students can be 

obliged to participate in campus teaching.  

More generally, this choice will also need to take account of the importance of offering campus 

teaching in Term 1 to first-year Bachelor's and Master's students in particular. Unlike students in the 

second, third and more senior years, who can generally rely on an existing network of lecturers and 

fellow students, these networks still need to be developed for first-year students. The importance of 

these networks lies in the infrastructure required for course-based teaching, the vital ingredients for 

a successful and enjoyable time as a student: learning to study, community, feeling at home with the 

degree programme. The tutor system also plays an important role in this, but the time available for it 

is limited in the wake of the cutbacks several years ago.  

Other issues to consider are more specific in nature: in some courses, collaboration between 

students is of such importance that online interaction alone is insufficient. Some courses require 

interaction on location between lecturer and student that cannot be sufficiently simulated online. In 

cases like this, the bimodal teaching option is likely to be chosen.  

Prioritisation: within the course. In principle, all students are equally entitled to campus teaching if it 

is offered for a course and many will wish to take advantage of that entitlement, whereas others will 

prefer to stay at home. For some groups of students (with a disability or because of their home 

situation), campus teaching is an important part of being able to participate properly in classes. The 

standard situation should avoid any prioritisation within a course. Students with exceptional 

circumstances that mean that they need more campus teaching will have to put their case to the 

study advisor and if he or she is convinced, the lecturer will be able to prioritise by means of a 

reasonable, tailored approach. 

Prioritisation: between courses. As stated earlier, first-year courses in Term 1 take priority for 

bimodal teaching, and there may also be more specific reasons for prioritising certain courses for 

bimodal teaching. The result of this prioritisation will be the offering of campus teaching within the 

frameworks outlined. This raises the question of whether prioritising certain courses could also result 

in more campus teaching than the framework allows. This is possible in very exceptional cases only, 

i.e. to the extent that there are rooms available three or four times bigger than is usual for the 
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course. Since lectures are being offered online, there will be some capacity for this, but it will be very 

limited. It will be possible for only a handful of courses across the whole faculty. Requests, backed up 

by reasons, can be put to the Vice-Dean for Education who will decide which exceptional cases may 

be granted permission in consultation with Education and Student Affairs. 

Prioritising certain courses for campus teaching in other ways than this will always require greater 

lecturer capacity than usual for the course because the groups will be much smaller. The 

consequence of this would be the removal of lecturer capacity from other, non-prioritised courses 

(because no additional educational resources are available to increase lecturer hours), which is highly 

undesirable: after all, all students are equally entitled to good (or perhaps more accurately in the 

current circumstances: adequate) teaching. The only way in which this could be made possible would 

be to cancel planned elective courses and deploy the lecturer hours on prioritised campus courses. In 

Humanities, there are hardly any elective courses that we could cancel without insuperable problems 

for students’ study: currently it is known that there are two courses that will not be taught in Term 1. 

This means that there is simply no possibility of additional lecturer capacity for a prioritised course. 

4. Testing. The intention is for there to be more opportunities for testing on campus if necessary in 

Term 1 (and 2) than there has been during Terms 3-4 of 2019-20. However, it is also clear that the 

limited room capacity means that it will not be possible to have testing on campus for all courses.  


