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Although this study does not look at a mushroom, but at educational attainment, the 

methodology and curiosity of this citation from Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland fit quite well. 

Just like Alice in the story, I have studied different possibilities. I have studied different routes 

that could lead to a puzzling result: Flemish children score better in tests of letters and 

numbers than Dutch children, even though the countries are very comparable. These results 

have been in the heart of many discussions about educations, they seem to provide the only 

information about the functioning of the education systems as a whole. Over the years, I have 

heard many explanations (and interpretations) for the results of the study, all with very little 

empirical proof. This study aims to supplement these discussions with a broad spectrum of 

information about the most common explanations for the results in the international tests. 

 By studying the results of these tests and their explanations, I do not want to 

presuppose that Dutch schools do a bad job, and neither do I want to suggests that scoring 

well in these tests should be, or is, the main goal of education. There is more to education than 

just letters and numbers, and there is certainly more than standardised tests. Still, these tests 

are not worthless. There is a clear correlation between educational attainment and personal 

success and even economic success of a country as a whole. Also, more insight into the 

processes behind these scores can provide insight for schools and policy makers about how 

they can achieve more. And these insights could certainly help focus the discussion. In this 

quasi-experimental setting, where most intervening variables are absent because the 

Netherlands and Flanders are comparable on them, insights could provide information also for 

broader theoretical discussions about variables that influence student performance. 

Studying education has again made me realise that almost everyone is involved in or 

with the topic. Everyone with whom I had the chance to talk about my thesis seemed to have 

their own experience and opinion about the current state of the education system. From the 

stories about the children of my supervisors to my father’s adamant statements that education 

was better when he went to school. In between all this were the stories that I heard from 

respondents, working in primary education. Sometimes stories of powerlessness in the eye of 

national policies, but also many stories of pride. Studying a topic that involves so many and 

“when she had looked under it, and on 

both sides of it, and behind it, it 

occurred to her that she might as well 

look and see what was on top of it.” 

Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland 
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that so many are passionate about was wonderful, but also hard. I can only hope that all can 

find some worth in this study. 

 

Carroll’s quote is suitable for two other reasons as well. The first is the analogy with the 

objective of studying the mushroom (Alice wanted to find something to make her grow, 

although she found a caterpillar), but more importantly, Carroll’s story has been part of my 

life for the last six years. Parts of the story of Carroll’s wonderful world of discovery appear 

on the wall of the department where I have studied and worked. The Utrecht School of 

Governance has been able to create an open and stimulating atmosphere, the building has 

helped, but the people have helped more. For that and for all pleasant and worthwhile 

moments I want to thank them and (as we warmly call the collective of people - both teachers 

and students - and building) the USBO as a whole.  

 I want to take this chance to thank a few people specifically. First of all, my fellow 

students in the Researchmaster, for listening and commenting an countless ideas. I especially 

want to thank Birke Bakker, Karin van Boetzelaer, Aukje Hilderink, Bart-Jan Heijne and 

Anne-Marie Reijnaers, for their support, help and valuable discussions. I want to thank my 

parents, both for letting me talk about the study (sometimes endlessly) and for their help and 

support in some of the setbacks. I also want to thank a friend for many years, Floor 

Soesbergen, who let me abuse her English skills ones more. 

 But most of all I want to thank my two supervisors (and not just because they still 

have to grade me). Prof. dr. Margo Trappenburg for her enthusiasm, right from the beginning, 

for her invaluable tips, for her urging me to go on and for her help in finding exciting 

solutions for problems that I deemed insolvable. I want to thank Prof. dr. Mark Bovens for his 

stimulating advise (although it sometimes meant that I had to start all over again), but most of 

all for inspiring an interest in valuable scientific research and for the many chances I got to 

explore this exciting field during the almost six years I was a research assistant at the USBO. 

Finally, I want to thank all respondents in the study, they have not only made this endeavour 

possible, but also showed a passion that can be an example for all lines of work. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: EXPLAINING THE FLEMISH LEAD 

 

How can we explain that two countries close in geography, close in the way their populations 

are built up, close in the way their school system works, and close even in the language that 

they speak and write, how can two countries similar in so many ways differ significantly in 

how their children perform in international tests of literacy and numeracy (like the PISA and 

TIMSS test). This very question, lies at the heart of this study. The Netherlands and Flanders 

are two of those similar countries, neighbouring, speaking the same language. Still, Flanders 

outperforms the Netherlands in tests of both literacy and numeracy. This study tries to explain 

this difference in performance of children in these two countries.  

Differences in the performance of pupils, and performance more generally is a subject 

of much debate. In these discussions, many alleged explanations have been given for this 

difference, although most were never empirically substantiated, and these explanations have 

become an important part of the political reality of education policy, not only in the 

Netherlands and Flanders, but also in the rest of the world. Student performance is not only a 

popular topic in the public discourse in the Netherlands and Flanders, but in the educational 

sciences as well. Many reasons for differences in pupil performance have been studied 

beginning with the now classical study by Coleman et. al (1966). This study’s outcome was 

quite a frustrating one for policy makers, since it concluded that not education policy, school 

administrations, or even teachers are a big influence on individual performance of children, 

but instead their socio-economic background is the largest predicting factor. Since then, there 

has been an increasing number of studies showing the importance of a specific number of 

background variables of individual pupils (Jones & Schneider, 2009, p. 893): most 

importantly race (see for example Mickelson, 2009; Farkas, 2003; Swanson, 2005; Lichten, 

2007; Vergari, 2009), socio-economic background of the parents (see for example Farkas, 
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2009; the overview by St. Pierre & Layzer, 1998; Lareau, 1989), and neighbourhood (see for 

example Solon, Page & Duncan, 2000; Harding, 2003). 

The Netherlands and Flanders, however, are so comparable in these ‘usual suspects’ for 

influencing educational performance, that other explanations should be a factor in explaining 

the difference in performance in the standardised tests. The question asked in this study is 

therefore: 

 

How can the difference in performance of Dutch and Flemish pupils in international 

standardised tests of literacy and numeracy be explained? 

 

This study does not look at individual performance of students, but at the performance 

of schools in the two countries as a whole. It is a macro-level study, and looks at the 

performance of countries in international studies, and at national policies. Most studies on the 

effects on performance either compare schools (meso-level, see for example Dronkers & 

Robert, 2008; Hill & Lubienski, 2007; Meier, 2002) or look at influences on individual 

students, like the Coleman report (micro-level) (virtually all studies looking at the effects of 

individual background variables). As a result of the macro-level point of view of this study, 

many topics that only play on these other levels are excluded, on the other hand, looking from 

a macro level perspective might be the only way to find the answer to a macro level question 

(instead of the macro level just being a sum of all micro level influences). 

This study also looks specifically at explanations that are in some way connected to 

education policy. Other influences could be policies about air quality in schools (see for 

example Clements-Croome et. al, 2006), about the distance between bars and schools, or even 

about safety regulations for entering the school. All explanations that are part of this study are 

in the very heart of education policy and are all in some way specifically directed at the 

teaching of pupils, at the primary process in the classroom. The focus of this study is, 

furthermore on primary schools. Primary schools are central in the teaching of the basic skills 

in literacy and numeracy that are primarily measured in these standardised tests. 

To explore explanations for the performance differences between Flanders and the 

Netherlands, the study uses a multi-method approach. A survey among all primary school 

principals in the Netherlands and Flanders was part of this study, as was an analysis of 

primary school schedules, a dataset with data on a number of possible explanations was 

created for all OECD countries and OECD partner-countries and was coupled with the results 

in the international tests, and an extensive document study of policy documents, budgets, 
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statistics, etcetera was used to thoroughly compare Dutch and Flemish policy and practise. 

The different methodologies are explained in the chapters for which the acquired data is used.  

 

 The next chapter looks in some detail at the assumption that Flanders scores better in 

the standardised tests than the Netherlands does. The differences in performance are studied 

using four different tests, the chapter looks at the methods used in these tests and at how to 

interpret the results. To establish the performance of pupils, this study rests largely on these 

tests and does not establish the performance of children itself (although the before mentioned 

survey provides some very limited information on the topic, which is part of this chapter as 

well). 

In chapter 3, the most feasible explanation is studied, namely that the countries are not 

as comparable as this introduction suggests. The chapter compares the Netherlands and 

Flanders on a number general characteristics of government, demographics, economics and 

culture. After having done so, the general characteristics of the education systems are 

compared to look for fundamental differences that could influence the results in the 

standardised tests. This chapter also provides some useful basic background knowledge of the 

systems. 

 The fourth chapter looks at the most commonly used explanation for the difference in 

performance: the curriculum. Important opinion shapers in the Dutch public debate and even 

the parliamentary committee studying recent education reforms (known as the Dijselbloem 

committee), point towards some negative effects of new, popular topics in the curriculum as 

the source of less performance than Flemish children, and as a reason for declining 

performance in the Netherlands itself. The content of the national curriculum for both primary 

and secondary schools has become increasingly political. That the content of this curriculum 

is important for performance can be seen in the math and reading wars in the US, where the 

influences on performance effects of certain contents in the curriculum was heavily debated 

(see Pearson, 2004; Schoenfeld, 2004, p. 260; Pearson & Schoenfeld, 2009 for a thorough 

discussion of this debate). This chapter will explore the national curricula of the Netherlands 

and Flanders, but will also look at differences in how schools implement these curricula, 

using a survey and looking at primary school schedules. 

 Chapter 5 looks at another explanation for the different performances, the inclusion 

policy for special needs children. National education policy states whether and when children 

with special needs need to go to a special (specialised) school and when they can’t. This can 

be of influence on the performance of these children, but also on the performance of the other 
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children (Hehir, 2009). This chapter studies the effects of inclusion and compares the policies 

and practises in the Netherlands and Flanders. 

 From chapter 6 on, the focus shifts to the financial side of education policy. Chapter 6 

looks at how primary schools are funded, without looking at how the money is spent. Some 

relation between performance and expenditure on education has been shown by, among 

others, Carnoy (2009) and Hanushek (2009). The chapter explores whether more or different 

funding could indeed influence the difference in performance on literacy and numeracy, and 

compares spending and funding mechanisms in the Netherlands and Flanders. 

 Chapters 7 and 8 explore two ways in which the money can be spent, looking at two 

different aspects of the most expensive part of all primary schools, the teachers. Chapter 7 

looks at the influence of teacher salary and teacher training on performance. Teacher training 

is often seen as an important tool for government to ensure teacher quality (Cohen-Vogel, 

2005; McDermott, 2005; Hill & Lubienski, 2007; Béteille & Loeb, 2009; Darling-Hammond, 

Wei & Johnson, 2009) which is suggested to enhance student performance. Teacher salary is 

thought to influence student performance by attracting and preserving good teachers 

(McDermott, 2005; Koppich & Callahan, 2009; Iatarola & Fruchter, 2004). The chapter 

explores the actual influence of teacher policy and looks for differences in the policies and 

practises in the Netherlands and Flanders that could explain the performance differences. 

 The last explanation is not how well teachers are educated or paid, but how many 

teachers there actually are. Chapter 8 studies the impact of class size and the student teacher 

ratio on performance. In chapter 9, conclusions are drawn about how the differences in 

performance after looking at all these possible explanations, can be explained. Policy 

implications and directions for further research are also discussed in this chapter. 

 

Influencing the performance is not merely a question of honour. The political significance of 

performing in international tests is large and growing larger. The Lisbon treaty, stipulating a 

path towards a European economy that is the largest, most flexible and most competitive in 

the world, pivots around a more and higher educated workforce. More university degrees, 

better performance in schools, these goals are central in the Lisbon strategy. And performance 

in the tests does matter economically, concludes Hanushek (2009), educational economist at 

Stanford University. And school performance does not only matter in Europe. Former 

president Bush introduced a big education reform to up performance. Under the title ‘No 

Child Left Behind’ he introduced obligated standardised testing nationwide, with the promise 

of stark consequences for underperforming schools. Now-president Obama made education an 
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important part of his campaign to become president, pleading for longer school weeks and/or 

years and additional funding for schools. He pointed repeatedly to the importance of 

education to “keep America strong” and for America to hold on to its position as global leader 

in the areas of technological development and economic strength. In a knowledge economy, 

education is the new competing factor. 
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2 PERFORMANCE IN LITERACY AND NUMERACY IN 

FLANDERS AND THE NETHERLANDS 

 

This study tries to explain the difference in performance on literacy and numeracy between 

Dutch and Flemish children. Three different studies are used to enable the search for 

explanations, since it is vital to first establish a difference and to see how large a difference it 

is. The PISA study, that looks at both literacy and numeracy, the PIRLS study that looks at 

literacy, and the TIMSS study that looks at numeracy. A short description of the nature of 

these studies and what they measure is given before looking at the results of the Netherlands 

and Flanders in these studies. The three tests incorporated in this study are those that are 

broadly accepted to be sound studies and they (although usually not all of them in all 

publications) are used in many scholarly education policy studies (see for example Hanushek, 

2009; Carnoy, 2009; Koret, 2005; Dronkers & Robert, 2008; but also Rijksbegroting, 2007-

2008). Finally, this chapter will look at one question in the survey among primary school 

principals that was conducted for this study to see whether their image of performance 

coincides with the results in these tests. 

 

 

  



Explaining the Flemish Lead 

14 

 

2.1 PISA 

 

The PISA studies are initiated by the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) to help governments in improving education systems and provide 

information for all stake holders about how education systems function in “prepar[ing] 

students for their further lives” because: 

 

 

Part of the PISA studies are tests and data on changing subjects. The most recent study, from 

2006, consists for a large part of a comparative study on the performance of pupils in different 

countries on a science test. Part of every PISA study is, however, also a test to see the relative 

performance of countries in reading and math. The reading test measures “the ability of 

students to use written information in situations which they encounter in their life.” (PISA, 

2006, p. 284) The tests looks at competencies in text format; information retrieval; text 

interpretation; reflection and evaluation of texts; and categorization of texts. Pupils of fifteen 

years of age were provided with questions of differing difficulty to establish in which of five 

categories they belonged. All questions were asked in the language of the country the pupils 

resided in (Dutch in both the Netherlands and Flanders, so pupils made the same tests). A 

mean score per country was calculated, with an average of 492 points over all OECD 

countries. The reading literacy test was the third test of its kind. A number of measures have 

been taken by PISA to ensure statistical standardisation of the test. These measures prove the 

test to present a reliable image of actual competency of the pupil measured. 

 Although the test subjects will generally not be in primary schools any more, they 

have been for by far the longest period of their school careers, generally leaving primary 

school in the year they turn twelve. Next to that, the basic reading skills are part of the 

primary school education, much more than of the secondary school curriculum. The effect of 

the first two years of secondary school (the test is taken during the third year) could still be 

“Compelling incentives for individuals, economies and 
societies to raise levels of education have been the driving 
force for governments to improve the quality of educational 
services. The prosperity of countries now derives to a large 
extent from their human capital, and to succeed in a rapidly 
changing world, individuals need to advance their knowledge 
and skills throughout their lives. Education systems need to 
lay strong foundations for this, by fostering learning and 
strengthening the capacity and motivation of young adults to 
continue learning beyond school.” (PISA, 2006, p. 3) 
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present. The next chapter will look at differences in the general education system, also to look 

for ways of testing for a large influence of secondary education.  

 The PISA report contains only information on the performance of the Netherlands and 

Belgium as a whole. There, the average score of the Netherlands is 507 (with a standard 

deviation of 97) and the Belgium pupils score 501 on average. In the dataset separate of the 

report there is, however, also information on the part of Belgium the pupils reside in. This 

information shows a significant difference between the pupils residing in the Walloon region 

(scoring an average of 473) and Flemish students, scoring an average of 522 (standard 

deviation 105). This makes the difference between the Netherlands and Flanders one of 15 

points (the same difference between the score of the Netherlands and the OECD average) and 

puts Flanders in the top-5 performers on reading (while the Netherlands is ranked 11th). 

 The test for mathematical literacy, or numeracy, works in pretty much the same way as 

the reading test. Again, fifteen-year olds were asked questions of different difficulty to 

measure their (standardised) performance in the area of, now, numeracy. For numeracy, the 

students were separated into six different groups of mathematical competency. The test 

measured the performance of pupils on three different dimensions of numeracy: “the 

mathematical content to which different problems and questions relate; the processes that 

need to be activated in order to connect observed phenomena with mathematics and then to 

solve the respective problems; and the situations and contexts that are used as sources of 

stimulus materials and in which problems are posed.” (PISA, 2006, p. 304) The OECD 

average on this test was 498. The Netherlands outperforms Belgium in this test even more 

clearly, scoring in the top-5 of countries with a score of 531 (standard deviation 89), where 

Belgium scores 520. But again, the Flemish students perform much better than the Walloon 

ones. The average of Flemish pupils is 543 (standard deviation 98), a 12 point difference with 

the Netherlands, where the amount of points between the number 1 and the number 10 

performing country is this test is only 26 points. 

 Although both the Netherlands and Flanders score above average in both the PISA 

reading and numeracy test, there is a very clear difference between the scores of both 

countries. Flemish pupils outperform the Dutch pupils in both areas.  
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2.2 PIRLS 

 

A second international comparative test in the area of literacy is the PIRLS (Progress In 

International Reading Literacy Study) test. The study is initiated by the IEA (the International 

Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement), as they describe themselves: an 

“independent international cooperative of national research institutions and governmental 

agencies (…)” (Mullis, Martin, Kennedy & Foy, 2007, p. 16). The most recent PIRLS study 

in 2006 was the second of these studies and tested the performance of pupils in 40 countries. 

The study was performed by the ‘Expertisecentrum Nederlands’ (expertise centre Dutch) in 

the Netherlands, and by the Catholic University Leuven in Flanders. 

 The PIRLS study measures reading literacy in a total of six areas: literary experience; 

to acquire and use information; focus on and retrieve explicitly stated information; make 

straightforward inferences; interpret and integrate ideas and information; and examine and 

evaluate content, language, and textual elements (Mullis et. al, 2007, p. 17). These 

measurements were taken among fourth grade pupils, in both the Netherlands (group 6) and 

Flanders (4th year), the grade pupils generally turn eleven, and in the language of the area 

being studied (so Dutch in the Netherlands and Flanders). The Flemish and Walloon part of 

Belgium were separately part of the study, and are separately reported on in the study. In total, 

4608 pupils were tested in Flanders, and 4366 in the Netherlands. Elaborate measures were 

taken to assure and test the representativeness of the measurement. 

 Both the Netherlands and Flanders score 547 points in this test (with a standard 

deviation in the Netherlands of 87 and in Flanders of 56). Still, there are some differences. 

Where the mean score on the different measures is usually equal, or the Dutch pupils score 

one point higher, the Flemish students score 5 points higher on the measure on interpreting, 

integrating and evaluating (547 points against 542 point for Dutch students). Next to that, a 

higher percentage of Flemish students are categorized in the group having advanced literacy 

skills (7% instead of 6% of the participants in the study). Although the results are much less 

marked than in the PISA studies, there is still a (very) small difference between the 

performance of Flemish and Dutch children. 
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2.3 TIMSS 

 

The last study being considered in this chapter is the TIMSS (Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study), also initiated by the IEA. The latest data collection of this 

study, in 2007, did not include Flanders or Belgium. Therefore, the previous version of this 

study, published in 2005 (Mullis, Marin & Foy, 2005) is used here. This study was performed 

by the University of Twente in the Netherlands and Ghent University in Flanders. The study 

was the third in the series of TIMSS studies and included 49 countries in total. Children were 

tested in the same age as in the PIRLS study, but also at a later age, in eighth grade (children 

turning fourteen in this grade).  

 For mathematics (the science part of TIMSS will not be taken into account in this 

study), five domains were used in the test: numbers; algebra (called patterns and relationships 

in the test itself); measurement; geometry; and data (Mullis et. al, 2005, p.4). Both knowledge 

and application of this knowledge were tested on these domains, and the measurement was 

tested extensively for validity. 

 In the test among fourth grade pupils, where the average score in the test is 495, Dutch 

pupils score on average 540 points, the Flemish children 551 (standard deviation 60 and 66 

respectively), a difference of 11 points, placing Flanders in the top-5 of performing countries 

on this test (out of 28 participating in the fourth grade test), and the Netherlands just outside 

of this group. This difference is statistically significant, just as the, although much smaller, 

difference in the eighth grade. There, the Flemish children score an average of 537 (standard 

deviation is 72) points, where Dutch children score 536 points on average (standard deviation 

67), placing both countries just outside the top-5 performers on the test. 

 So both on the test in fourth grade, as well as on the test in eighth grade, Flemish 

pupils score significantly better. This difference in performance is, however, larger in the 

measurement during the primary school age testing.  

 

 

2.4 Survey questions 

 

Part of this study was a survey among primary school principals in the Netherlands and 

Flanders. For this electronic survey, all primary schools in the Netherlands and Flanders were 

asked by e-mail to participate in a short survey taking about five minutes (the survey was left 

very limited because schools receive many requests to participate in studies). In total 1008 
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principals responded (answering at least one question), of these were 677 Dutch principals 

(11,54% response) and 331 Flemish principals (15,83% response). The response was tested on 

representativeness on a variable of performance (only in the Netherlands), public or private 

and geographical area. There seems to be a very limited bias in the Netherlands towards better 

performing schools and private schools. In Flanders and on the geographical variable, the 

sample is not statistically significantly different from the population of primary schools. This 

survey is used mostly to test for curriculum differences between the two countries and is, 

therefore, primarily part of chapter 4. A more thorough discussion of methodology and 

representativeness of the data can be found in appendix A.  

 During the first part of the survey, where principals were asked about a number of 

general characteristics of the school, they were asked to estimate which percentage of children 

leaving their primary school would be able answer certain questions correctly. The first 

question was which percentage of children the principal estimated could calculate the contents 

of an aquarium with the measures of 1,5 meters by 0,6 meters by 0,4 meters. This question 

was meant to measure to some extent estimated competency in numeracy. Flemish primary 

school principals estimate that 69,2% of pupils leaving their school would be able answer this 

question correctly, this number is 66,8% in the Netherlands. 

The second question, pertaining to literacy, asked which percentage of the children 

would be able to spell a Dutch sentence correctly: “Hoe word je van een uitgebrande manager 

tot een filantropische weldoener?” This sentence contains a number of difficult grammar 

rules, irregularities and words that are not generally part of the twelve year old day to day 

language use. The use of certain grammar rules was discussed with a number of teachers 

teaching in the last year of primary school. Dutch principals estimated on average that 54,3% 

of pupils would be able to spell this sentence correctly, Flemish principals estimated that on 

average 59,3% of pupils leaving their schools could spell it correctly. The difference between 

these two estimations is significant with an alpha of 0.01. 

 

 Country N Mean Std. Deviation 

aquarium The Netherlands 558 66,81 18,76 

  Flanders 286 69,22 13,90 

spelling The Netherlands 559 54,32* 19,40 

  Flanders 284 59,34* 17,56 

* Means differ significantly between the Netherlands and Flanders (α=0.01) 
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2.5 Flemish children score better 

 

Having looked at the PISA, PIRLS and TIMSS international studies of (reading) literacy and 

numeracy, it can be concluded that, in general, Flemish pupils score better on these tests than 

Dutch pupils do. In the PIRLS study on reading literacy, the difference between the two 

countries is much smaller and the overall difference is not significant. This often means the 

difference between a spot in the top-5 performers in these test, and a spot just below this 

honour position. In the latest PISA study on both reading literacy and numeracy, as well as in 

the 2003 TIMSS study, the difference between the Netherlands and Flanders is significant and 

well over 10 points on the test scales. Looking at the survey among primary school principals 

that was conducted for this study, a similar image of difference in the performance emerges.  
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3 COUNTRY AND EDUCATION SYSTEM  

CHARACTERISTICS 

 

This chapter compares the Netherlands to Flanders on more general variables to see if these 

could explain the difference in performance between Dutch and Flemish students. It first 

looks shortly (and more than likely very crudely) at some constitutional similarities and 

differences, demographics and some cultural indicators. In the second part of this chapter, the 

general characteristics of the educational systems in the two countries are compared. It is 

concluded that the two countries are quite alike in many respects. This adds to the puzzling 

situation where the countries are alike in almost all usual explanations of different results of 

pupils, but it also gives unique opportunities for further study. Although any comparison 

between two countries will reveal differences as well. Experimental studies in international 

comparison are, unfortunately, quite impossible. Experimental studies require just one 

variable to be changed to study the effects of changes in just that variable, while this change 

does not occur in a similar other (test)case. To make this possible, two exactly the same 

countries would have to exist, of which one would have to be prepared to implement a policy 

while another would not, and preferably without any interfering factors (so they would not 

have to be able to have contact, natural disasters etcetera would have to be prevented, and so 

on). In short, it would be necessary to bring two countries into a laboratory. This is not a 

realistic scenario and Haverland (2006) shows a number of solutions for this problem 

(although in the setting of Europeanisation research). One solution is to take countries that are 

as much comparable, on as many other variables as possible (Haverland, 2006), but different 

on the variable of which you want to study the impact (it is in most studies not reasonable to 
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suggest that the researcher is able to dictate public policy, so this has to take place in the case 

selection process). In a way it tries to replicate an experimental setting to come the closest to 

such a situation that a study of public policy can get. This study uses this approach to study 

the role of educational policy in explaining the difference in performance in literacy and 

numeracy between Flanders and the Netherlands.  

 

 

3.1 General characteristics 

 

The Netherlands and Flanders were, for some time, but also a long time ago, part of the same 

country. They last were in the same kingdom until 1830, when the Belgium part revolted 

against the Dutch king Willem I and separated itself. The parts had grown, since the previous 

division, uncustomary to each other and the cultures had grown apart to an extent that it was 

unable for them to form a stable kingdom. The Netherlands grew out into a decentralised 

unitary state, with a constitutional monarchy. Belgium became a federal state, although a 

constitutional monarchy as well, which is deeply divided between its two major parts, the 

French speaking Walloon community and the Dutch speaking Flemish community (Kuipers, 

2006, p. 43), a German speaking community forms the last, rather small, part of the country. 

The official forming of a federal state became reality after a change in the constitution in 

1992. Education is a policy area that was decentralised to the level of the three separate 

communities, with very little federal influence. 

 Belgium has a total of about 10,6 million inhabitants, of which about 6,16 million live 

in the Flemish area (FOD Economie, 2008). Next to that, part of the little over 1 million 

inhabitants of the Brussels capital part of Belgium are part of the Flemish community as well. 

This makes the Flemish community the largest one in Belgium. The Netherlands has little 

over 16,5 million inhabitants (CBS, 2009), the average population density in the Netherlands 

is 395,6 inhabitants per square kilometre, in Flanders, this is 456 inhabitants (in Belgium 

349,4). 

 The amount of foreigners living in Belgium is, relatively and absolute, higher than that 

of the Netherlands. Neither the Belgian nor the Flemish bureau for statistics keeps track of the 

number of citizens from an ethnic and/or cultural minority. International immigration 

numbers give some information, but only to a limited extent, since they do not include 

naturalised newcomers. Immigration numbers to Belgium and Flanders are somewhat higher 

than those to the Netherlands (CBS, 2009; FOD Economie, 2008; Studiedienst Vlaamse 
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regering, 2009; Eurostat, 2009). Immigration is, however, a major political issue in both 

countries, and both the Netherlands and Flanders have large political movements that largely 

revolve around the issue of immigration (Vlaams Belang in Flanders and Fortuyn and more 

recently Wilders in the Netherlands). Next to that, the immigration seems to have very similar 

patterns. Both countries receive a large number of immigrants from northern Africa and 

Turkey, next to immigrants from former colonies (mostly from other parts of Africa (Congo-

Kinshasa) in case of Flanders and from Surinam in the case of the Netherlands). In the 

Netherlands 11% of the population is first or second generation immigrant from non-western 

countries (CBS, 2009). 

 The welfare systems in the Netherlands and Flanders are “(...) very comparable on 

three equally important, though not mutually exclusive, levels: the institutional structure of 

the welfare regime, the configuration of the policy sector, and the characteristics of the 

political system” argues Kuipers (2009, p. 38). Kuipers defines both the Dutch and Flemish 

welfare system as continental, conservative welfare regimes, in the distinctions in regimes 

made by Esping-Andersen (2006). Dutch women seem to be more inclined to work since in 

2000 63% of the Dutch women worked as opposed to 52% of their Belgian counterparts, the 

difference can be found mostly among lower educated women. A higher percentage of the 

working age population of men work in the Netherlands as well (the difference is about the 

same, the percentages are 82% and 70% respectively) (Kremer, 2007, p. 86, 89). In both the 

Netherlands and Flanders, child care is in essence seen as a task of the family (although there 

are some differences in the approach, in the Netherlands, divided care between parents is the 

ideal, in Flanders, the broader family and inter-generational care is more important) (Kremer, 

2007). The gross domestic product per capita was 28.200 in Flanders and 33.031 in the 

Netherlands in 2006 (Studiedienst van de Vlaamse Regering, 2009; CBS 2009). 

 The official language in both Flanders and the Netherlands is Dutch, language 

conventions for Dutch are made by the Dutch-Flemish-Surinam ‘Nederlandse Taalunie’ 

(Dutch language association). The official Dutch spoken in the Netherlands and Flanders is 

the same. It is quite difficult to compare culture any further. We have seen that history and 

language is shared to a large extent. Next to that, the countries are next to each other 

geographically, they are both quite densely populated and the welfare systems hinge on the 

same principles. Both countries have similar groups of ethnic/cultural minorities, and the 

topic of immigration has grown increasingly in political importance in both countries.  
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3.2 Education systems1 

 

After comparing the two countries on more general areas, this paragraph looks at the 

education systems in the Netherlands and Flanders. The similarities in this area might even be 

larger than those in the previous paragraph. In Flanders, children usually go to kindergarten 

first, although kindergarten is usually part of a ‘basics-school’, together with primary-school 

(since 2003, this is obligatory for all new primary schools), although there are some separate 

kindergarten schools left. The compulsory character of education starts at the age of six, when 

the pupils first go to primary school, and lasts for twelve years. Primary school lasts for six 

years. In the Netherlands, kindergarten and primary school were merged in 1986. The current 

primary education lasts eight years and compulsory education starts at five years (although for 

children to start earlier is usual). Compulsory education lasts till the age of eighteen, or until a 

start-qualification is obtained. Primary school in both countries lasts generally until the school 

year the pupil turns twelve (which is group eight in Dutch primary schools and the 6th learning 

year in Flanders). The usual form in primary school is to have a single teacher for a grade who 

teaches all subjects (often with the exception of gymnastics). Flemish primary schools have to 

teach about 890 hours a year, Dutch schools have to average 940 hours a year (although they 

can choose to teach a little more in one year and a little less in another)2. Both Dutch and 

Flemish primary schools have a responsibility in providing before and after school care, 

although this tradition is quite a bit more longstanding in Flanders. There, most schools 

provide care in their own building, between roughly 7 a.m. and 6 p.m., sometimes schools in 

close proximity of each other work together in providing this care. In the Netherlands, it is 

only quite recent (from 2007 on) that schools got a responsibility in providing before and after 

school care, and it is mostly outsourced. Although in some comprehensive schools in the 

Netherlands a form of care has been part of the services for some time. 

 Secondary school is divided in different levels and directions in both countries. In the 

Netherlands primary schools, often also on the basis of a standardised test, advise pupils and 

their parents to enrol into a certain level, which is often combined with one level below or 

above in secondary school (the first two years it is usually possible to change the level of 

education, and official demands in the first two years are broadly the same through all levels). 

All secondary school levels educate for access to a vocational or academic education, 

                                                           
1
 This paragraph is based on Vlaams ministerie van Onderwijs en Vorming, 2008, p. 8-25 and Bronneman-

Helmers, Herweijer & Vogels, 2002, p. 12-16. 
2
 An important explanation for this difference is the longer summer holiday in Flanders. 
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secondary school is not considered to provide job qualifications in itself. The lowest levels of 

education, under the umbrella name of ‘vmbo’ take four years and provide access to a form of 

medior vocational education on different levels (taking from two to four years). The ‘vmbo’ 

level is divided in different routes that vary from very practical to mostly theoretical. The 

second level is the ‘havo’ (which stands for higher general education) level, this prepares for a 

form of higher vocational education (taking another four years for a bachelors degree). This 

level in secondary school takes five years and encompasses theoretical courses. Pupils can, 

after the first three more general years, choose for four different directions (nature & 

technique; nature & health; economics & society; and culture & society). These same 

directions are used in the last three years of the highest level, the ‘vwo’ level. This level 

prepares for an academic study (generally taking three years for a bachelor degree and another 

year or two for a masters degree) and takes six years. All secondary school educations end 

with a central examination in all major courses, organised by a government body. 

 The Flemish secondary education is built up of three two-year grades. The first grade 

is the same for all pupils, consisting of general theoretical courses. Pupils have to choose after 

the first grade for one of four directions. The first, ‘aso’, is a general theoretical direction, 

mainly preparing for higher education (which consists of either higher vocational education or 

academic education and works in the same way as the Dutch higher education system, with 

the exception that most higher vocational studies take three years instead of four). The second 

direction, ‘tso’ is more directed towards the technical side, both practically and theoretically, 

it can both prepare for technical professions as well as for higher education. The ‘kso’ 

direction combines general theoretical education with creative development and the last 

direction, ‘bso’, is mainly practically oriented and combines general education with the 

preparation for a specific vocation. The third grade takes two years in which the pupils can 

concentrate more fully on what they want to do next, either preparing for a specific academic 

or other form of higher education, or concentrating on preparing for a specific vocation. With 

a secondary school certificate pupils can start any form of higher education without further 

demands (with the exception of the doctor and dentist studies), and secondary school can also 

provide a vocational certificate. No centralised examination is part of the secondary education 

system.  

 In both the Netherlands and Flanders, there is in both primary and secondary education 

a form of freedom of education, for both parents choosing to which school they want to send 

their children to and for organisations to found a school. In both systems, the government 

provides public schools, next to these privately founded schools. In the Dutch system, local 
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government is responsible for public schools and all school housing. In Flanders all different 

levels of government have the ability to found schools, so there are schools that reside under 

the responsibility of the Flemish government as well as those that reside under local 

communities. Private schools are mostly funded by the Dutch or Flemish government. For 

funding, it is demanded that they include the official national curriculum, although this leaves 

schools free to include other topics as well (most private schools are based on a certain 

religious belief and include education in this belief in the curriculum) and to teach the topics 

in the way they see fit (other private schools are based on certain pedagogical persuasions, 

and provide, for example, Montessori education). Next to that, there are demands in areas of 

(fire) security, etcetera. In both countries, there are some, although very few, schools that do 

not receive public funding (mostly because they provide very intensive and expensive 

schooling, and one demand of public financing is that parents can not be asked, let alone 

required, to provide additional funds to finance the primary process of education next to the 

government funds). Demands on the curriculum are still made to enable teaching even in 

these schools. This is due to the obligatory character of education for children until certain 

ages, and exceptions of this education obligation are very rare in both countries. Pupils are 

only considered to abide by this obligation when they attend schools that are approved and 

that teach the national curriculum at least to a certain extent. There are different inspectorates 

that inspect different parts of the education process (most importantly, there are inspectorates 

that look at educational quality and spending of public funds in both countries). 

 

 

3.3 Comparable countries and education systems 

 

Both the general characteristics of the two countries and the general characteristics of the 

education systems seem quite similar and are therefore largely unable to explain the 

difference in the performance in the international standardised test between Flanders and the 

Netherlands. There are indications that the ethnic/cultural minorities are larger rather than 

smaller (although exact numbers are not available for Flanders or Belgium) in Flanders and 

the gross domestic product per capita is higher in the Netherlands (cultural and economic 

background is often considered to be the most important factor in educational achievement in 

micro- level studies (see Coleman, 1966)). The general characteristics of the education 

systems are largely the same, so differences can be studied with a limited amount of 

disturbance of very major differences. The most important difference might be the fact that in 



3. Country and education system characteristics 

27 

 

secondary schools in Flanders pupils only choose a direction and level of education after two 

general years, while the Dutch student to a certain extent chooses immediately (although it is 

usually possible to change during the first two years and the official demands are broadly the 

same in these two years). This is important in respect to, above all, the PISA tests (that test 

pupils after the second year of secondary school instead of directly after or during primary 

school). It is, however, not likely that this score is greatly influenced by this difference in the 

first period of secondary school. Standard deviations are higher in Flanders than they are in 

the Netherlands. This is likely to indicate that the knowledge that is measured is primarily 

primary school knowledge (when a lot of secondary school knowledge would be measured, 

standard deviation would be expected to be higher in the Netherlands where, contrary to the 

first two years of secondary education in Flanders, secondary education is immediately split 

in different levels). This assumption is also supported by the results in the TIMSS numeracy 

test, where the results during the primary school age differ more than those of the 

measurement during the secondary school age. 

 So, all in all, the more general variables of the two countries and the two education 

systems specifically seem unable to explain the difference in performance in the standardised 

tests. The next five chapters will look at other, more specific explanation, starting with the 

explanation that is heard more often: Flemish schools just spend more time on teaching 

literacy and numeracy. 
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4. CURRICULUM 

 

The most common explanation for the difference in performance between Dutch and Flemish 

children lies in the curriculum. The Dutch organisation called ‘Better education Netherlands’ 

argues that universities miss basic skills like literacy and numeracy in their students because 

so many other skills and basic upbringing have become part of the curriculum that the basics 

have been ousted3. And this is also a widespread explanation among school principals in the 

Netherlands for decreasing results. They argue, in response to the survey that was used to 

study the curriculum in the school and that will be discussed below, that the continuing 

pressure to extend the curriculum to include more and more topics, besides the basic literacy 

and numeracy skills, has caused these basic skills to deteriorate.  

 This chapter studies that claim as an explanation for the difference in performance 

between the Netherlands and Flanders. This claim seems to be very feasible, since if much 

attention is paid to literacy in the curriculum, more than elsewhere, than it seems logical that 

proficiency in literacy will be higher than somewhere else. That is, in a nutshell, the 

hypothesis that will be tested in this chapter.  

 Even though this explanation has been in the heart of the public debate, there is very 

little empirical evidence to support either side in the debate. It seems a long-time trend in the 

Dutch and Flemish society to suggest that there is a decline in competencies of children when 

compared with earlier days (De Rooij, 2007), but the suggestion that this is caused by a 

decline of attention towards basic skills in literacy and numeracy in the curriculum of schools 

seems to be new. Although the discussion about this decreasing attention seems to be quite 

parallel in both the Netherlands and Flanders, the flow of children from the Netherlands 

towards Flemish primary schools seems to be at least partly based on a rather widespread 

                                                           
3
 See their manifest on http://www.beteronderwijsnederland.nl/node/231 
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assumption in the Dutch education discourse that Flemish schools pay more attention to basic 

skills in literacy and numeracy, while Dutch schools incorporate many other topics in the 

curriculum (another reason is the more ‘classical’ frontal way of teaching that is supposed in 

Flemish schools, as will be discussed to some limited extent in chapter 7) (Vriens, 2009).  

To explore whether the curriculum can indeed explain the difference in performance 

between the Netherlands and Flanders, the chapter first tries to define the two extremes in the 

discussion on what a school should spend time on from the education literature, and 

subsequently the effects that these positions could have on proficiency in literacy and 

numeracy. After that, the balance between these positions is measured in Dutch and Flemish 

schools in three different ways. The chapter first looks at the relative importance of the two 

positions in national policy, comparing the national curriculum of the Netherlands and 

Flanders. In the last part, attention turns to what happens in the schools, using data from a 

large scale survey and analysing a number of primary school schedules.  

 

 

4.1 Citizens or workers 

 

There are two basic positions in the literature (a literature that goes back to Plato’s Constitutie 

Politeia) on what schools should teach children. Here, these positions are divided in those that 

want to ‘create’ good citizens and those that want to ‘create’ good knowledge workers. As 

will be discussed below, the position that many seem to hold in the Dutch public education 

discourse seems not to match these extreme positions. The effects on the primary school 

curriculum do, however, appear to be the same as those argued for by the ‘workers’ group. 

With the definitions and operationalisations of the two points of view in this paragraph, the 

relative importance of both can be measured with the national curricula and what happens in 

the classrooms. 

 Traditionally, the role of education is seen as vital to society at large. The role of 

education is central in many classical studies of society (see for example Plato, 1998; 

Monstesqueu, 1975; Mill 1985), but also more recently there are many authors arguing that 

education has a large role to play in creating and upholding a social order. Many terms are 

used when authors describe the role that education fulfils for society. Depending on the focus 

of the book, terms like the democratic function (Carr & Hartnett, 1996), values education 

(Parker, 2003; Simon, Howe & Kirschenbaum, 1972), social unity (Bottery, 1990) or 

socialization (Reese, 2005; Bartlett & Burton, 2007). The participation in society and an 
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active and critical citizenship is the main focus of many authors writing about a focus on the 

‘societal function’ of education. An important early thinker on the subject is Durkheim, who 

long occupied a chair titled ‘changé d’un cours de science de ’l éducation’ (Pickering, 1979, 

p. 101). Durkheim described education as: “the influence exercised by adult generations on 

those that are not yet ready for social life. Its object is to arouse and develop in the child a 

certain number of physical, intellectual and moral states, which are demanded of him by both 

political society as a whole and the social milieu for which he is specifically destined.” 

(Durkheim, in Pickering, 1979, p. 107) So, the main task of education is to make the pupil 

find his specific place in the great machine of the society. Pickering, talking about the role of 

education in society according to Durkheim, goes on by saying “Within each society (...) there 

is, argues Durkheim, a common morality, common ideals, even a common religion. It is these 

which have to be imparted and accepted by the younger members of society. By education, 

society guarantees its own survival.” (Pickering, 1979, p. 108) 

 Bottery (1990) also sees schools as playing a major role in shaping citizens, “for 

school is essentially a preparation for participation in society.” (Bottery, 1990, p. 145) He 

stresses the importance of that schools shape the way a person thinks, and that therefore what 

schools do is very much a moral and political thing (Bottery, 1990, p. 2). Other authors 

(mainly initiated by Freire) argue the opposite of education as a tool to uphold current 

systems, they argue that education can also be used as a tool of change (Macionis & Plummer, 

2008, p. 642; Hooks, 1994; see also for a perspective on changing individuals, and thereby 

groups by changing the hidden curriculum Parker 2003, 87). 

All these theories seem to suggest either the unimportance of the balance between 

literacy and numeracy or to point towards the importance of spending time on other topics in 

the process of socialisation. These topics in the process of socialisation can, from the 

discussion above, best be operationalised as citizenship and integration; norms and values in 

society; and social proficiency. To be able to make children into good citizens, specific 

attention to citizenship and integration, or socialisation, in society seems vital. Much of the 

theories above point towards the importance of integrating new people into the current social 

‘system’. To be able to do this, an understanding of the underlying norms and values, or as 

Durkheim calls it: common morality and ideals, seems vital. An essential part is not only 

knowing what it means to be a good citizen, or what the underlying ideals of the society are, 

but also being able to act in ways that are accepted by society, and in the specific role that the 

child fulfils within this society. 
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  The call for the other side of the story, the ‘workers’ group, seems rather recent 

although it has its roots in democratisation processes. Education is argued to have a potential 

democratising effect on a large section of the population, thereby empowering them (Carr & 

Harnett, 1996, p. 11). But in earlier years, a good education as we would consider such 

nowadays was not as important to make a living. Only in recent times, in a society that has 

been described as both individualistic (Macionis & Plummer, 2008, p. 123) and as a 

‘meritocracy’ or a ‘diploma democracy’ (Bovens & Wille, 2009), did the other function 

become more prominent. Especially in a society where information and adequately handling 

information has become the key to economic success in all areas (Castells, 2000), it has 

become vital to have a highly educated working force. A highly educated working force is 

also the basis of the Lisbon treaty to make the European economy the most competitive and 

most dynamic one in the world. This has caused many studies proving the economic value of 

education for countries, stating which educational improvements are worth the investment, as 

is currently the dominant discourse in the economic studies into education policy (Hanushek, 

2009). 

 Noticeable is the somewhat dichotomous character of these two approaches towards 

education. This has the potential of putting schools in a very tough spot, with two extreme 

positions continuously yanking the chains of the curricular choices. Many in the debate in the 

Netherlands seems to fill a somewhat intermediary position. They argue for schools to 

‘provide’ children that are able to be good citizens, but they want to accomplish this by 

focusing on literacy and numeracy as the basis for citizenship and as fundamentals for a good 

further education ánd working career. There are some empirical studies into the effects of 

these demands on the curriculum for schools in the Netherlands (and to a limited extent in 

Flanders as well). 

 Bronneman-Helmers (1999) studies the demands that have to be met by schools, 

demands made by parents, the government and society at large. She concludes that all these 

extra tasks jeopardize the core task of the school: “attending to good education.” (Bronneman-

Helmers, 1999, p. 247) A second study, by Turkenburg (2005) asks experts, both scientists 

and high ranking education officials, what can and can not be viewed as the ‘societal 

function’ of education. The study concludes that the focus on society will differ depending on 

the characteristics of the population of pupils in the school, and that for this and other reasons 

schools should have as much autonomy as possible in deciding how to give shape to their 

function in society.  
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 Where the previous two studies focus primarily on the school level, the last study, by 

De Kat (1996), focuses on the parents. De Kat reports about a survey research in which he 

asked parents and teachers what they think the role of the school is in bringing up and 

socialising children. Parents of pupils in the primary education age answer the question 

whether the school should pay attention to norms and values on average with a 4.1 (on a 5 

point scale) (De Kat, 1996, p. 21). Parents of children in primary or secondary schools see, on 

a five point scale, the desired role of the school in teaching discipline; social competencies; 

tolerance; moral development; and personal development respectively as 4.0; 4.1; 4.1; 4.4; 

and 3.9. They also state that on all these variables the actual attention lagged behind their 

wishes (De Kat, 1996, p. 28). Although this study asks parents about the desired and 

perceived role of certain aspects of the curriculum, it does not measure the balance in the 

curriculum itself. 

 

The curriculum will always be the result of some combination of the two objectives, although 

this will never end the discussion (Apple, 2003). The question remains, however, whether the 

way this balance turns out causes the difference in the actual level of proficiency in literacy 

and numeracy between the Netherlands and Flanders. Is the balance in the curriculum a 

possible instrument for policy makers to influence the average scores of children in 

international tests? 

 

 

4.2 More is better 

 

The studies looking at the effect of the curriculum on educational attainment seem mainly 

focused on the effects of establishing a national curriculum (for an overview of many of the 

US studies in this area see Schoenfeld & Pearson (2009); for the UK case see the thorough 

investigation of the establishment of the national curriculum in the otherwise introductory 

book by Bartlett & Burton (2007)). Or studies that are mainly focussed on the so called 

‘hidden curriculum’ and class, gender or race biases in the curriculum (see for example most 

chapters in the book edited by Torres & Mitchell (1998), or the book by Hooks (1994)). Since 

the Netherlands and Flanders both have had a national curriculum for many years, and the 

populations are about equally composed, these studies do not so readily apply. A reverse 

trend, away from a national curriculum, is sooner to be seen in the Netherlands, where the 

number of ‘goals’ that schools have to achieve in the Netherlands has decreased from 464 in 
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1987 to 56 in 2006, making them much less specific and more open for interpretation by 

individual schools (Oosterloo, Paus, Klep & Nooteboom, 2008, pp. 24-25). 

 So these studies seem not very relevant to the question at hand. It seems that most 

articles find the notion that when more time is spent on certain topics, proficiency in them will 

improve so commonsense, that it seems hardly ever proven empirically. Koretz (2005) and 

Herman & Baker (2009) are probably the two most important exceptions. They studied 

reactions of schools to standardised testing in de US (implemented due to the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) act of former President Bush) and noted that school principals and teachers 

reacted to this testing by allocating more time to the subjects included in the tests, so their 

school would perform better. The careful conclusion in both articles is that this reallocation 

seems to pay off, although both articles question whether this effect of the measurement is 

good.  

On the other hand, this effect of performance measurement points towards the bias in 

‘test effects’. It seems questionable whether such a test effect will also influence schools that 

are not included in the sample of the international tests that form the basis of this study. On 

the other hand, since no data is published about individual school performance and, contrary 

to the NCLB-testing, there are no consequences for schools that do not perform well in these 

tests, it is unlikely that the test effect is very large to begin with. Still, the comparison with 

other, better performing countries has spiked the attention towards the performance of 

children in literacy and numeracy (Kornhaber, 2004). 

From both common sense and the few studies that give relevant information about the 

relation between time and performance, it is feasible to formulate a hypothesis: 

 

When more time is spent on literacy and numeracy in the primary school class rooms, the 

level attained in literacy and numeracy of primary school students will be higher. 

 

The hypothesis will be accepted as a possible explanation for the difference in the 

performance in the Netherlands and Flanders when the ‘better-performing’ Flemish schools 

spend more time on literacy and numeracy than the Dutch schools. And consequently, when 

the Dutch schools spend more time on other topics. The hypothesis derived from the available 

literature combined with the difference in test scores suggests that the balance between 

creating workers and creating citizens tilts towards the workers in Flanders and more towards 

citizens in the Netherlands. 
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 Important to note at this time is that this only concerns the time spent on topics and not 

the way in which this time is spent. It is very feasible that the way the time is spent is as, or 

more, important than just the amount of minutes. Still, time is always a factor, you can not 

teach in a minute what you can in an hour, regardless of how competent teachers are, or the 

effectiveness of the didactics. Next to that, time spent on topics shows how important they are 

deemed by those making the schedules and curricula, and therefore do provide information 

about how important literacy and numeracy are, in comparison with other topics. 

 

 

4.3 The national curriculum 

 

Both the Netherlands and Flanders have, what can be called a national curriculum, although 

there are some differences in the status between the two. Flanders has a series of ‘end terms’, 

stating knowledge that children need to have attained at the end of their primary school 

period. They are supposed to be very feasible minimum requirements. There are minimum 

requirements for six different topics, first Dutch literacy and numeracy, but also world 

orientation, creative development, physical education, and, for the two highest grades, French. 

Next to the requirements there are a number of ‘attitudes’ that schools are expected to 

stimulate. 

 In the Netherlands, the former end terms have been reshaped to end goals. They no 

longer prescribe a level that all students must achieve and that could be tested, but they 

prescribe primary schools to work towards certain rather broad objectives of knowledge. 

These goals (58 in total) are divided in seven categories: literacy, numeracy, the broad 

‘orientation towards the world and the self’, creative development, physical education, 

English and (only relevant for the Frisian part of the Netherlands) Frisian. 

 Due to the difference in how the goals or terms are formulated it is hard to compare 

their content. In the textbox below an example of end terms or goals for writing proficiency in 

the Dutch and Flemish situation is shown. The goal and terms in the example in the textbox 

are very similar in the respect of the desired result in pupils, only the way they are formulated 

seems to differ. This can be established of virtually every aspect of the terms for literacy (the 

only difference seems to be that knowing a sufficient number of words is a specific goal in the 

Dutch situation, where it seems more implicitly part of the other terms in the Flemish 

situation), numeracy (with no apparent differences in desired results) and even for world 



Explaining the Flemish Lead 

36 

 

orientation, the topics in both documents are very similar. But again, a thorough comparison 

is due to the difference of the documents largely impossible.  

Because this further analysis of the content is not possible, it might provide some 

information to simply count the number of terms or goals in the literacy and numeracy parts 

and see what part they make up of all goals or terms. This might provide some insight into the 

relative importance of the different parts. This shows that of the Flemish end terms (without 

attitude goals) 15,18% concern literacy, and 22,32% concern numeracy, for the Dutch end 

goals (without the Frisians goals), these numbers are 23,08% for literacy and 21,15% for 

numeracy4. So, the relative importance in these documents of literacy is larger in the 

Netherlands and the relative importance of numeracy is somewhat larger in Flanders. 

Although this does give some information about the relative importance for the policy 

makers, it says very little about how these differences work out in schools and their schedules. 

Therefore, a survey was an important part of this study. 

 

 

                                                           
4
 A table with all relevant percentages can be found in appendix D 

Flemish end term and Dutch end goals – writing proficiency 
 
Flanders: 
“The pupils can:  
4.3  Write a letter to someone they know to deliver a personal message or experience. 
4.4  Write a report of a story, event or informative text for someone they know. 
4.5  Fill out a form with information about themselves. 
4.6  Write answers to questions about processed contents.  
4.7 To accomplish these end term, they can also:  

• Make their texts look good in respect to hand writing and lay-out  
� Use correct spelling in respect to:  

� words with a fixed word image:  
� words that are written as they sound 
� frequently used words that are not written as they sound  

� words with a differing word image (bound to rules):  
� nouns  
� vowel in open/closed letter group  
� doubled consonant  
� end letter when not clear from sound  

� capitals 
� punctuation . , ? ! : “  

 
The Netherlands: 
“5. The pupils learn to write, with the correct form and content, texts with different functions, 
for example: to inform, to instruct, to convince or to provide pleasure. “ 
 
(source: Ministerie van de Vlaamse gemeenschap, 2004; OCW, 2006. Own translation from Dutch) 
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4.4 On the survey 

 

To study whether more attention is paid towards literacy and numeracy in the Netherlands or 

Flanders, a survey among all primary schools was used. A short survey instrument was 

developed for both Dutch and Flemish primary school principals, consisting of three parts. In 

the first part, some general information about the school was asked. For Dutch schools, these 

questions were followed by a question asking for the average score on a widely used 

standardised test in the Netherlands (Cito). 

The second part of the survey consisted of a series of questions pertaining to the time spent on 

certain topics: literacy; numeracy; world orientation; citizenship and integration; norms and 

values in society; social proficiency; and the influence of discussions in society. Citizenship 

and integration; norms and values in society and social proficiency are the operationalisation 

of the good-citizen goal of education (as argued above in paragraph 4.1), where literacy and 

numeracy are seen as the operationalisation of the good-worker goal. Because world 

orientation is such an integral part of the national curriculum in both the Netherlands and 

Flanders, and because many of the topics that are central in the good-citizen goal of education 

are integrated in this part of school schedules this was added as a question. Next to that, to test 

direct responsiveness to what happens in society (so to see whether these discussions are more 

important than the standardised curriculum of the school), a question was added to see how 

much time schools take to spend on these discussions. All these questions were asked not as 

exacts, but as estimates (although estimates by those that are central in making the school 

curriculum). Next to that, the questions were all asked about the grade in which children 

typically turn eleven (in both the Netherlands (group 7) and Flanders (5th year) this is the pre-

final grade of primary school). This section was closed by an open invitation to provide 

relevant information or remarks, either about the survey itself or about the topic of the survey. 

To cast another light on the same questions, being able to make the step from estimates to 

exacts, principals were asked to provide their schedule for the same grade as the questions 

were about, so that these could be analysed separately. The Dutch version of the survey 

consisted of 13 questions and was estimated to take no longer than about 5 minutes time to fill 

out. The survey was tested for expert validity and was pretested in both the Netherlands and 

Flanders. There were minor differences between the Dutch and the Flemish version of the 

survey (other than the question about the standardised test in the Netherlands). These all 

pertain to differing use in terminology in schools and in the second part the only difference is 
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in the name for the grade the questions pertain to. Both the Dutch and Flemish version of the 

survey can be found in appendix B.  

 

The survey was sent to all primary schools in government databases in the Netherlands and 

Flanders using electronic survey software. A total of 1008 school principals responded to the 

survey (all those filling out at least one question, the actual N will, due to item non-response, 

be lower for the analysis of most questions). Of these there were 677 Dutch respondents and 

331 Flemish respondents, 11,54% and 15,83% respectively of all principals receiving the e-

mail invitation. A small qualitative non-response study showed that response rates were 

heavily influenced by the large number of surveys send to schools. 

 The response was tested for representativeness and was found to slightly bias higher 

performing schools and private schools in the Netherlands. Whenever this bias might have 

influenced the results, this was tested for, and when relevant, will be mentioned in the report. 

There was no statistically significant bias found in the Flemish results and in the geographical 

dispersion of the respondent in either country (with α=0,01). For a more thorough discussion 

of survey methods and representativeness of the data, see appendix A. 

 

 

4.5 Survey results 

 

So, what do Dutch and Flemish primary schools spend their time on? Do Flemish schools 

indeed spend more time on literacy and numeracy, which would explain the difference in 

performance in the tests of these matters? A series of T-tests established whether the mean 

number of hours for every topic differs between the Netherlands and Flanders. The data is 

therefore recoded, from separate scores for hours and minutes, into hours (so 1 hour and 30 

minutes is recoded into 1,5 hour). The means are in the table below, the N differs due to item 

non-response. 
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 The Netherlands Flanders Difference 

N Mean N Mean  

Literacy 443 7,64* 226 6,77* 0,87 

Numeracy 443 5,44* 226 5,94* 0,50 

World orientation 438 3,56* 225 4,45* 0,89 

Citizenship and 

integration 

427 0,88 204 0,97 0,09 

Norms and values in 

society 

431 0,95* 215 2,08* 1,13 

Social proficiency 437 1,03* 217 2,19* 1,16 

Discussions in society 437 0,57* 216 0,86* 0,39 

 

The asterixes show results where the independent samples T-tests show a significant 

difference in the results between the two countries (with α=0.01). This table shows that Dutch 

schools spend on average 0,87 hour per week more on literacy and Flemish schools spend 

more on every other topic, including 0,5 hour a week more on numeracy. More notably is 

however the 0,89 hour more on world orientation and the more than double the time on 

Norms and values and Social proficiency that Flemish schools spend. Dutch schools spend on 

average 13,08 hour on literacy and numeracy, and 6,99 on citizenship oriented topics. These 

numbers are respectively 12,71 and 10,55 for the Flemish schools. All in all, Flemish school 

principals say on average to spend 23,29 hours a week on all these topics combined, this is 

3,28 hours more than the Dutch 20,01 (these are not necessarily all hours pupils spend in 

school, some time might not fit any of the questions or possibly more than one question). 

Since part of the question in this chapter concerns the balance between literacy and numeracy 

on the one hand, and citizen-oriented topics on the other, the table below shows the mean 

percentages that schools in the Netherlands and Flanders spend on every topic included in the 

questionnaire. In this table, only data from respondents that have filled out the entire part of 

the questionnaire concerning the time spent on topics is incorporated. 
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 The Netherlands Flanders 

N Mean % N Mean % 

Literacy 415 38,45* 196 30,42* 

Numeracy 415 27,96 196 27,18 

World orientation 415 18,03* 196 20,16* 

Citizenship and integration 415 3,65 196 3,93 

Norms and values in society 415 4,47* 196 7,35* 

Social proficiency 415 4,65* 196 7,33* 

Discussions in society 415 2,77* 196 3,62* 

 

Again, asterixes have been added where the mean percentage of the Dutch and Flemish 

respondents differ significantly in independent samples T-tests with an alpha of 0.01. When 

looking at the relative numbers, the difference in the time spent on numeracy is no longer 

significant. Dutch schools spend 66,41% on literacy and numeracy combined, where Flemish 

schools spend 57,60% on these topics. 

 Furthermore, it is notable that using a Pearson correlation test, there is no significant 

correlation (with α=0.01) between time spent on any of these topics and the assessment of the 

proficiency by the principals (either in literacy, numeracy, or the two combined) or with the 

score of the standardised test in the Netherlands.  

 

Open question 

After asking about the time spent on the topics, the respondents were asked whether they had 

any comments about the questionnaire or about the topic of the study in general. Especially 

Dutch respondents used this possibility readily, some writing whole essays, others writing 

small comments. In total, there were 188 comments. Most comments are very easily divided 

in three categories, the first are exemplified by this Dutch respondent: “(...) let schools be 

busy with what they are made for, teach good math, reading and language skills.”5 (1) Or this 

Flemish respondent “The pressure from society is indeed rising (…). When every time 10 

minutes have to be spent on this or that (for that is not too much to ask, is it…) the total can 

get quite high. And on the working floor, people realize that when time is spent on solving 

problems in society, this time can’t be spent on other skills or content. I think school policy 

should be a buffer.” (2) These respondents seem to share the view that is so often ventilated in 

                                                           
5
 Whenever citing respondents, the English translation will appear in the text. The original Dutch quote can be 

found in appendix C with the number of the citation between brackets. 
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the public discourse. Schools should go ‘back to basic’, teaching literacy and numeracy. They 

represent the worker-oriented view. Other respondents in this category advocate methods that 

include “repetition and learning by heart, instead of the affluent, only scraping the top, 

superficial knowledge of the digital age.” (3) This type of respondents can almost exclusively 

be found among the Dutch respondents (the cited respondent is one of two Flemish ones, 

where there are dozens of similar responses from Dutch respondents) and respondents in this 

category often give the more lengthy responses. 

 The second group of respondents in the open question are those that advocate the 

importance of helping pupils not only learning ‘letters and numbers’ but also to be part of 

society. A Flemish respondent says for example “Social skills and norms and values are part 

of the whole day (…) in all topics” (4) and a Dutch respondent says “There is more than 

scores in international tests, we think it is just as important to teach our children how to be 

part of society” (5). These respondents represent the citizen-oriented vision, and they are 

about equally distributed among the Dutch and Flemish reactions (although they are fewer 

among the Dutch reactions than those in the previous category). 

 The third, and by far the largest, group of respondents filling out the open questing 

comment on the survey itself. Almost all of these comments concern the fact that the 

operationalised topics of the citizen-vision are not separate topics in the schedule and that it is 

therefore quite hard to estimate how much time is spent on these topics. Some Flemish 

respondents seem to think that these topics are part of the schedule in the Netherlands, and 

that the researcher should have known that the Flemish situation is different. Some other 

comments include that the survey “symbolizes the regression that is all around” (6), that 

respondents are interested in the results, or that the uploading of the schedule did not succeed 

and that it will be sent by e-mail. 

 

Analysis of the schedules 

After the open question, respondents were asked to upload or e-mail their school schedule for 

the grade in which pupils generally turn eleven. 154 Respondents did so, 73 Dutch 

respondents and 81 Flemish. These schedules were subsequently coded in minutes per topic 

on the schedule, so that every minute on every schedule would be counted once. During the 

coding process, it became clear that schools have quite some discretionary space to decide 

how much time to spend on certain topics, this differs widely between schools. After this, all 

literacy related topics (Dutch, reading, writing, but not lessons in a second language (French 

in Flanders, English in the Netherlands)) were combined in a single literacy variable. The 
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same was done for the numeracy variable, a variable for world orientation (combining 

geography, history, world orientation, creative development (drawing, music, etc.), natural 

sciences and religion), a variable for second language and one for physical development. The 

amount of minutes spend on these cumulated variables in the Neteherlands and Flanders can 

be seen in the table below. 

 

 The Netherlands Flanders 

N Mean N Mean 

Literacy 73 468* 81 295* 

Numeracy 73 283 81 282 

World orientation 73 479* 81 512* 

Second language 73 46* 81 141* 

Physical development 73 106* 81 117* 

Literacy & Numeracy 73 751* 81 578* 

Everything but Literacy & 

Numeracy 

73 712* 81 816* 

Total number of minutes 73 1463 81 1394 

 

The asterixes again show significantly different means (using a T-test with an alpha of 0.01). 

Dutch schools teach a little over an hour more on average (which is consistent with the 

official policy for the amount of hours taught as discussed in chapter 3), and they spend 

significantly more time (almost three hours a week more) on literacy. This can mainly be seen 

in the schedules because language and reading are two different courses, where language 

alone receives almost as much time (277 minutes) that literacy, including reading, gets in 

Flanders. The amount of minutes spend on numeracy does not differ significantly between the 

two countries. 

 Flemish schools spend more time on world orientation (33 minutes average per week), 

second language6 and physical development7. The difference becomes striking when 

combining literacy and numeracy with the combined amount of minutes for all other topics 

(including some that were not part of any of the other categories in the table, like religious 

                                                           
6
 French being the other official language in Belgium, from 2004 it is obligated to teach this language from the 

studied grade onwards. This is likely to be the cause of the difference in its prominence on the schedule 

compared with English on the Dutch schedules. 
7
 School swimming is the most striking difference in this respect. It is much more prominent on the schedules in 

Flanders in the grade that is analyzed. 



4. Curriculum 

43 

 

education). Dutch schools spend little over 51% of the time on the schedules on literacy and 

numeracy, Flemish schools little over 41%. 

 

 

4.6 Curriculum doesn’t explain performance 

 

After analysing the relevant literature, a division in opinions about the role of education in 

society was devised. On the one hand, education can have a role in creating good (knowledge) 

workers for a society that more and more thrives on information; and on the other hand, 

education can have a role in creating good citizens, in an age where schools are the last places 

where everyone spends time and that government can assert some influence on. Adding to 

this, the assumption was made, both on the basis of common sense and studies into the effects 

of standardised tests, that where good workers are the prime objective of schools, there will be 

more time spent on literacy and numeracy (instead of world orientation, norms and values, 

social proficiency and citizenship and integration), and when more time will be spent on 

literacy and numeracy in a country, the results on these topics in international standardised 

test would be higher. Because these test results are higher in Flanders, it was assumed that the 

balance between worker and citizen would be more towards worker in Flanders than in the 

Netherlands, this being translated in more time spent on literacy and numeracy in Flanders. 

The hypothesis that was therefore formulated is: 

These theoretical assumptions were subsequently tested in three different ways. 

Looking at the national curriculum, it was found that a higher percentage of the end goals or 

end terms concerned literacy in the Netherlands (with a difference of about 8%) and a slightly 

higher percentage (about 1%) of these goals or terms concerned numeracy in Flanders. In a 

large scale survey among Dutch and Flemish primary school principals, similar results 

surface. More time spent on literacy in the Netherlands and slightly more on numeracy in 

Flanders (although when looking at relative time, there is no significant difference between 

the two countries on numeracy). On the other hand, principals say Flemish schools spend 

more time on topics pertaining to the citizenry. Lastly, 154 schedules of primary schools were 

compared, again presenting the same image. Dutch schools spend significantly more time on 

literacy (almost three hours a week) and there is no significant difference in the time spent on 

numeracy. All in all, according to the schedules, 51% of the time in Dutch primary schools is 

spent on literacy and numeracy, where 59% of the time is spent on other topics in Flemish 

primary schools. 



Explaining the Flemish Lead 

44 

 

 Combining these three separate analyses (see pie charts below), this study has shown 

that, contrary to the popular image, Dutch schools spend more time on literacy than Flemish 

schools and that they spend about an equal amount of time on numeracy. This is enough proof 

to confidently reject the hypothesis as a possible explanation for the fact that Flemish primary 

pupils perform better in internationally comparing standardised tests. So, what then can 

explain the difference between the performance of Dutch and Flemish children in these 

standardised tests? It seems necessary to look at other differences in public policy to find an 

explanation. One of these explanations that is often given is the more inclusive character of 

the Dutch education. The next chapter looks at this possibility as an explanation for the 

differences in performance. 
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5 INCLUSION OF SPECIAL NEEDS CHILDREN 

 

The most common explanation of the difference in performance between Dutch and Flemish 

pupils seems to provide no answer to the puzzle, this chapter explores a different explanation. 

An argument that is often heard about Dutch primary schools is that the inclusion of special 

needs children causes the class as a whole to lag behind. This chapter will explore the 

influence of policies pertaining to special needs children on performance in international tests. 

To do this effectively, it is necessary to establish what these international tests do with special 

needs children. This chapter will look at these tests more specifically to see when children are 

included and when they are excluded from the sample. After establishing this, the effects on 

performance of inclusion on both the special needs children and the other children (are there 

effects on performance of a child when one of his classmates has special needs) are explored. 

In the second part of the chapter, the special needs policy of the Netherlands and Flanders are 

compared to see whether differences in this policy can explain at least part of the difference in 

performance between the two countries. 

 

 

5.1 Special needs children in standardised tests 

 

To examine the effects of special needs children on the performance in international 

standardised tests, it is first important to look at what these tests do with special needs 

children and special education schools. There are three different scenarios with different 

possible effects on the performance in these tests. The first scenario is that a representative 

sample of all pupils is included in the sample, with both normal and special schools and of all 

children in these schools (so special needs children are in no way excluded from the sample). 
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The second scenario is that special schools are excluded from the sample, but special needs 

children attending regular schools are included in the sample. The third scenario is that special 

schools, as well as special needs children attending regular schools are excluded from the 

sample. These scenarios can have a large influence on the effects of inclusion policy on the 

performance in the tests. 

 All tests considered in this study say to have excluded about 5% of the schools and, in 

the schools that were included in the tests, about 5% of the pupils. A number of reasons is 

given, some pragmatic (schools in very remote locations), but most schools are excluded 

because the student population would make it very hard to administer the test. The PIRLS and 

TIMSS tests exclude all special education schools, the PISA tests say to have measured 

special schools as well, but also say to have excluded “(...) schools that provided teaching 

only for students in the categories defined under ‘within-school exclusions’ (…)” (PISA, 

2006, p. 348). The same goes for pupils being excluded, PISA states that from the sample are 

excluded “i) students with an intellectual disability; ii) students with a functional disability; 

and iii) students with limited assessment language proficiency.” (PISA, 2006, p. 348) This, of 

course, does not exclude pupils with simply a low proficiency in literacy or numeracy. The 

PIRLS and TIMSS tests state this somewhat less precise, but the percentage of excluded 

children is the same and they give “students with special needs” (Mullis, Martin, Kennedy & 

Foy, 2007, p. 290) as an example of an excluded population. 

 So, in all tests, most special needs children (at least those that would be eligible for 

special schools, not those who need extra attention to gain a higher level in literacy and 

numeracy), either attending specialised schools or attending regular schools, seem to be 

excluded. This does, however, not mean that the policy pertaining to inclusion of special 

needs children does not matter, the influence of inclusion can also be on the rest of the student 

population. 

 

 

5.2 The effects on performance 

 

The effects on performance of inclusion policies can be diverse, they could be positive, 

negative or neutral for the special needs child and positive, negative or neutral for the rest of 

the class. This diversity in possibilities has caused a large scale debate, especially in the US, 

in which those advocating inclusion and those advocating high academic standards in 

education debate the topic vigorously (Kirk, Gallagher & Anastasiow, 2000, p. 68-69). A 
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similar debate about the effects of inclusion can be seen to some extent in the Netherlands 

(one of the ten points in the programme of the organisation Better Education Netherlands, an 

opinion making organisation on the area of school performance, is to send special needs 

children to special schools8). This debate largely hinges on the thought that, although there 

might be positive effects on the performance of special needs children, the general population 

would perform worse due to their presence in the class. Whether this would be worth the 

positive effects is in a nutshell what the debate is about. Hehir (2009) in analysing policy 

pertaining to special needs children, goes as far as pointing towards specific means (including 

ways to initiate law suits) to reach inclusion for as much children as possible, while Fuchs and 

Fuchs (1994) argue that the effects on performance of other children will prove to be too high 

to implement inclusion policy. 

 McDonnell et. al (2003) study the effects of inclusion on both special needs children 

and their classmates in a quasi-experimental setting. They pre- and post-test children of a 

number of primary school classes where one or some special needs children were added to the 

class. Next to that, they tested a control group of classes without special needs children. This 

study shows significant positive effects on the performance of the special needs children, 

while showing no statistically significant negative effect on the other children. Although this 

study has some specific proof, the authors argue that the study is only an exploration and 

would need to be repeated with a larger population, over a prolonged time and in a larger area. 

As far as the researcher is aware, such research has not yet taken place (although there is a 

rather large body of research on the positive effects of inclusion on special needs children). 

 So, even though the only empirical study seems to show no significant negative results 

of inclusion, the discussion continues. The next paragraph examines whether the central 

hypothesis in this discussion would be able to explain the difference in performance between 

the Netherlands and Flanders: 

 

When a larger share of special needs children go to special schools, the level attained in 

literacy and numeracy of primary school students will be higher. 

 

 

  

                                                           
8
 See www.beteronderwijsnederland.nl/node/61 
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5.3 Inclusion in the Netherlands and Flanders 

 

When analysing the inclusion policies in Flanders and the Netherlands9, there is a lot of 

resemblance in the goals of both programmes. Both policies were implemented to help the 

special needs child to achieve as much as possible, and the policy in both countries accept that 

it is often better for the special needs child to provide inclusive education. The formulation is, 

however somewhat different. Where the Flemish (calling the policy ‘integrated education’) 

description starts with the notion that it is sometimes possible to keep special needs children 

on a regular school, or to place them back after a certain time in a special school, the Dutch 

policy (named ‘together to school again’) starts with noting that special needs children should 

stay in a regular school, unless the circumstances become very extraordinary.  

 The way in which this is regulated is somewhat different as well. Dutch primary 

schools get what is called a ‘small backpack’. This ‘backpack’ is, in fact, additional money to 

be able to provide or buy special care for the child. In Flanders, the solution is sought in a 

cooperation between a regular school and a special school. All extra care that is needed for the 

special needs child is provided by the special school. There is some current discussion about 

reshaping the Flemish system more like the Dutch, but this has not resulted in any changes in 

the policy yet. 

 The tone of the policy seems to have an effect on its implications. Using statistics 

about the total number of pupils in primary schools, and those in special primary schools in 

the Netherlands and Flanders in the school year 2007-2008 (CBS, 2009; Vlaams ministerie 

van Onderwijs en Vorming, 2008), the percentage of pupils in special primary education was 

calculated. In Flanders, this percentage was 6,59%, while in the Netherlands only 2,81% of 

primary school pupils attended a special school, less than half. Assuming that there are not 

significantly more special needs children in one of the two countries (there seems to be no 

reason to assume that there would be a difference in that respect), a lot more children that 

would go to a special school in Flanders are in a regular school in the Netherlands, the Dutch 

primary schools are more inclusive. 

 

 

  

                                                           
9
 This part is based on OCW, 2007 and Ministerie van de Vlaamse gemeenschap, 2005, p. 38-42 
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5.4 More children to special schools in Flanders 

 

This chapter explored the possibility of policies pertaining to inclusion of special needs 

children in regular schools to explain the difference in performance in international 

standardised tests. Special needs children are largely excluded from participating in these 

tests, so their influence most likely is that their presence influences the performance of the 

rest of the class. Although there is no empirical proof for this statement (quite the contrary, an 

exploratory study showed no negative or positive results on other children of the presence of a 

special needs child in the class), the view that there is a negative influence on performance of 

the class as a whole is still widely held in both scientific discussions as well as discussions in 

society. The effect should be explored more thoroughly, also in the specific situation of the 

Netherlands and Flanders. In the Netherlands, the inclusion policy is formulated stronger than 

is the case in Flanders and regular primary schools play a larger role in enabling inclusion in 

the Netherlands as well (where special schools play a large role in inclusion policy in 

Flanders). The policy differences have resulted in less than half the children going to special 

schools in the Netherlands than in Flanders. When further research would prove a negative 

relation between performance and the presence of special needs children in Dutch and 

Flemish primary schools, this could explain part of the difference in performance between the 

two countries. Although the exploration by Mcdonnell et. al (2003) has shown that this impact 

might not explain all the differences. 

 So this policy also seems to be unable to explain the bulk of the difference in 

performance between Dutch and Flemish pupils. The last three chapters will explore funding 

and spending differences between the two countries, maybe it is the economy(ics), stupid. 
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6 FUNDING 

 

The previous chapter showed a possible part of the explanation of the difference in 

performance between the Netherlands and Flanders. The answer is, however, not entirely 

satisfying. The effects of the inclusive policy on performance have not yet been clearly 

established and it is also still questionable whether this policy would be able to explain all of 

the difference between the two countries, after all, there are, in absolute numbers, not that 

many special needs children receiving inclusive education in the Netherlands that would 

attend special education in Flanders. This chapter looks at another possible explanation for the 

difference in performance of pupils: money. After exploring the topic in current education 

policy theory, data from the standardised tests is coupled with a funding variable from all 

countries where such data is available to tests for correlations. Next, the funding in the 

Netherlands and Flanders is studied more closely, looking at the government budget for 

primary education and the funding mechanisms to look for possible explanations for the 

difference in the level in literacy and numeracy between the two countries. This chapter looks 

mainly at spending in and of itself. All policy initiatives have financial consequences in some 

way or another, and so do the other topics this study looks at. Where funding mechanisms 

have an influence or where it concerns correlations between spending and performance, the 

analysis is part of this chapter. 

 

 

  



Explaining the Flemish Lead 

54 

 

6.1 Does money matter? 

 

In 1996, Burtless edited a book asking just this question: Does money matter? A number of 

authors explore different aspects of the influences of spending on student performance. They 

all seem to come to one and the same central conclusion, there seems to be evidence both to 

support a causal relation between spending and performance as much as there is evidence to 

counter it. Hanushek (1996) argues that even though we all know that zero spending would 

not be beneficial for performance, we also know that infinite spending would not merit the 

better performance attained by it. For all in between, only mixed evidence is available, he 

argues after examining a number of data sources and spending methods (Hanushek, 1996, p. 

69). This argument seems to be supported by the data in the US, where education funding rose 

with 35% in the period between 1970 and 1994, but without major effects on the results in 

standardised test there (Carnoy, 2009, 32). On the other hand, when this spending increase is 

corrected with an inflation number specifically calculated to represent inflation in for 

education relevant spending, the increase in funding in the US all but disappears. 

 Still, adequate education and educational spending are usually linked in some way, as 

the study into US state education policy by McDermott (2009, p. 753) shows. She argues that 

targeting schools in underprivileged neighbourhoods with extra funding comes closer to 

providing equal education for all children than to fund every school in the same way. She 

suggests that when a funding mechanism is used to target specific groups of children, the 

average level of education will rise. A number of economic studies have also shown that just 

increasing funding does not improve the economy directly, but when the money is spent on 

hiring more teachers, the effect is much clearer (Carnoy, 2009, p. 29). 

 Hanushek (2009, p. 49) argues in a later work that, although the effects of spending on 

performance have not been proven beyond doubt in scientific studies, this does neither mean 

that spending never matters, nor that spending can not matter. He argues that investment in 

education should never be done blindly, and effects should be considered extensively 

whenever investments are considered. Studies into very specific effects of investment could 

give a clearer image of its effects. Hanushek specifically points towards effects in specific 

investments in teachers, as will be argued in chapter 7. 

 All in all, although theory does not provide a clear positive answer towards the effects 

of more spending in education, there is no proof whatsoever that suggest a negative effect 

between the two. Next to that, there are some careful hints that suggest that both the method 

of financing of schools and specifically targeted investments could certainly prove effective. 
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Some of these specific investments will be part of the following chapters, but first the 

assumption that sheer investment improves performance is tested in an international setting, 

using indicators representing spending. After doing this, the chapter takes a more detailed 

look at Flanders and the Netherlands, to see whether spending differences can cause the 

different performances between the two countries. The hypothesis that will be tested 

(although it is carefully formulated on the basis of somewhat mixed evidence) is: 

 

When countries spend more on education, the level attained in literacy and numeracy of 

primary school students will be higher. 

 

 

6.2 International data 

 

The results of all standardised tests being considered in this study (see chapter 2) were 

combined in a dataset with information about the annual expenditure per pupil (as published 

in OECD , 2007). Due to the small N (in the case of the TIMSS study in the fourth grade, of 

not more than eight countries there is both information about this test and the annual 

expenditure available), a spearman’s rho was used on ranked variables of the test results and 

the annual expenditure per pupil. This shows that there is a statistically significant (with 

α=0.05) small positive relation between scoring high on a ranked variable of the PISA reading 

test and annual expenditure per pupil. The same is the case for the PISA numeracy test. The 

spearman’s rho test showed no statistical significant results for all other test variables.  

Because the N is above 30 for both PISA tests in combination with the expenditure 

variable (32 for the reading test and 33 for the numeracy test), the unranked correlation was 

tested for a normal distribution in a scatter plot. This plot proved a normal distribution of both 

variable combinations, so the correlation was retested using a Pearsons correlation test with 

the normal (unranked) variables of the two PISA scores and the expenditure variable. This test 

also shows statistically significant proof of the correlation between the two variables (with 

α=0.05). It is a small positive correlation. R2 is 13% for the correlation with the PISA reading 

test and 12% for the PISA numeracy test. Annual expenditure per pupil seems to be able to 

explain at least part of the differences in performance in the two PISA tests. Since the 

expenditure is not corrected for the GDP in the different countries, a number of interferences 

are possible in this number.  
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6.3 Financing of primary schools in the Netherlands and Flanders 

 

The expenditure on primary education used in the previous paragraph is from 2004. The 

Netherlands spends, according to these numbers, $6.222 per primary school student, in 

Belgium (there is no number on Flanders specifically on this indicator), this is $6.636, so a 

little over $400 more per pupil per year (OECD, 2007, p. 186). For more recent numbers, and 

for an amount per pupil in Flanders specifically, the national budgets of both countries were 

 Spearman’s rho correlations 
 

    
Rank 

PISA read 
Rank PISA 
numeracy 

Rank 
TIMSS 8 

Rank 
TIMSS 4 

Rank 
PIRLS 

Rank of annual 
expenditure per pupil 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

,358(*) ,351(*) -,191 -,095 ,085 

  Sig. (2-tailed) ,044 ,045 ,513 ,823 ,747 
  N 32 33 14 8 17 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
 

  
Pearsons correlation test 
 

 
     PISA read 

PISA 
nummeracy 

anuexpend Pearson Correlation ,375(*) ,444(*) 
  Sig. (2-tailed) ,034 ,010 
  N 32 33 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
Source: data combined by researcher from OECD, 2007, p. 186; PISA, 2006; Mullis, Martin, Kennedy & Foy, 
2007; Mullis, Marin & Foy, 2005. 
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compared. Flanders spends a total of €2.899.000.000 on primary education (Vlaams 

Ministerie voor Onderwijs en Vorming, 2009) in 2008, in the Netherlands, the total amount 

spent on primary education in 2008 is €8.698.738.000 (Rijksbegroting, 2007-2008). When 

divided over the total amount of pupils in both countries (using the number mentioned in the 

national budget to calculate the Dutch number, and the number in the education statistics to 

calculate the number for Flanders (Vlaams Ministerie voor Onderwijs en Vorming, 2008)), 

the Dutch government spends about €5.614 per pupil, and the Flemish government about 

€7.090. The difference between the two countries seems to have grown and is quite 

substantial, Flanders spends over €1.400 more per pupil on primary education in 2008. 

 As argued above, the way in which countries structure their financing can also be of 

importance. In both the Netherlands and Flanders, the way in which schools are financed has 

changed recently. In the Netherlands, a lump sum system was introduced for primary schools 

from the school year 2006-2007 on. This means that primary schools get most of their 

subsidies unearmarked per pupil (there are still, very few, subsidies for specific purposes that 

are provided earmarked). Next to that, a new weight system for the amount per pupil was 

introduced. To support schools with large numbers of underprivileged children, a ‘weight 

system’ was introduced to grant an extra fund to pupils from ethnic minorities, and with 

parents in certain occupations. This system was amended in 2006, introducing the education 

of the parents as the new sole criterion for granting extra weight to a pupil. Now, there are 

three different weight levels, the standard level, the +0,3 level when one parent is lower 

educated and the other does not have a tertiary education, and a +1,2 level when both parents 

are lower educated. This new system is to replace the previous one over four years (finishing 

in 2010). There is a certain threshold for receiving these additional funds for underprivileged 

children. At least a certain percentage (6% in 2008-2009) of the school population should 

have a weight of over 0 to get the additional funds at all. 

 In Flanders, there are two separate systems. Teachers are paid directly by the ministry 

of education, all other expenses are given to school boards in the form of lump sum financing. 

Until the current school year, these finances where based on the school ‘net’ that the school 

belongs to. Public schools received more funds than private schools (with the rationale that 

private schools had additional means to secure funds). This form of financing has in the new 

system almost disappeared, although some additional funds are still attributed to the public 

schools because they have to teach a broader array of religious lessons and because they have 

the task to secure free school choice. In the new system, 14% of the lump sum financing is 

based on specific background variables of students, much like the Dutch weight system. 
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Variables that are considered are the education level of the mother, the language spoken at 

home, the family income level, and the neighbourhood the family lives in. All these variables 

are equally important in dividing the funds. Since this new financing method is only very 

recently implemented, it can not be assumed that it has had any influence on the scores in the 

international tests. 

 

 

6.4 Money matters 

 

This chapter explored the influences of funding on performance in primary education to see 

whether the difference in performance between the Netherlands and Flanders can be 

explained by differences in this variable. The literature shows mixed evidence on the 

influence of more funding on performance, but hints in the direction that there can be an 

influence and it shows furthermore that the way of financing (specifically targeting 

underprivileged children with additional funding) could prove to influence performance 

positively across the board. When examining the test results and funding per pupil in primary 

education in a number of countries, there are correlations between funding per pupil and the 

PISA tests. About 12% of the difference in PISA tests can be explained by funding per pupil. 

Flanders has quite a bit more funding (over 25% more) for primary school pupils, and it 

seems very likely that these additional funds can at least explain part of the difference in 

performance. The hypothesis will therefore be accepted. Next to that, the way of funding 

suggests that the Dutch students should perform better. The Dutch way of funding has had a 

weight system for underprivileged pupils for quite some time (where such a system was only 

implemented in Flanders in the 2008-2009 school year). This counteracts the conclusion 

drawn from the literature, since Dutch pupils do not perform better in literacy and numeracy. 

All in all, funding can explain a part of the difference in performance, even though the way of 

funding only adds to the puzzle. Still, funding in itself is not a satisfying explanation. Money 

will have to be spent to result in any effects. The following two chapters explore in which 

way spending money is effective and where the extra money in Flanders goes to. It does so by 

looking at two aspects of the most expensive part schools, the teachers. In the next chapter, 

attention will turn towards the effects of investments in teacher salaries, job characteristics 

and teacher education. In chapter 8, attention will turn from the cost of individual teachers to 

the amount of pupils per teacher and class size. 
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7 TEACHERS 

 

In the chapter on funding it was argued that teachers are not only a very large part of the 

education budget, but also that funding increases could be specifically effective when 

targeting teachers in specific ways. This also adheres to an intuitive feeling that the teacher is 

the pinnacle in learning and that good teachers result in better performance. This chapter first 

explores scientific studies pertaining to this subject and compares international data to see 

whether certain teacher variables can explain differences in performance of primary school 

students. In the last part of this chapter, the position of teachers is compared in the 

Netherlands and Flanders, also spending some time on the way of teaching on the basis of the 

survey under primary school principals that was part of this study. 

 

 

7.1 Training and job characteristics 

 

Many scholars have looked at different aspects of teachers and their effects on student 

performance. The two most important factors in many of these studies are education and job 

characteristics. Powers (2003) looks at the effects of higher educated teachers in her study of 

student performance in two Californian urban school districts. She concludes that schools 

with more teachers with a masters degree (she studies secondary schools) enhances 

performance significantly.  

 The same is concluded by Hanushek (2009) when he explores meaningful ways of 

investing in education. One of the conclusions he draws is that investment in specifically 

teacher education has proven to pay out. Hill and Lubienski (2007) explore the matter of 

teacher education more thoroughly on the area of mathematics. They show that different 
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studies shed different light on the effects of teacher knowledge on student performance, but 

they also show that when competencies in the specific course the teacher teaches are 

measured and compared with student performance, most studies show a significant result. The 

authors go on with their own study of mathematics competency of teachers in California. 

They measure teacher knowledge by asking 438 teachers a number of multiple choice 

questions, both on the level that they teach and questions of a more advanced level that 

teachers might possess. They conclude that lower performing schools have statistically 

significantly less teachers with high skills in mathematics (Hill & Lubienski, 2007, 762). 

 Béteille and Loeb (2009) argue that the knowledge of the subject that the teacher 

teaches is important for student performance (although they provide a more nuanced picture 

of this importance, also citing studies that contradict this hypothesis), but they argue that the 

teachers pedagogical knowledge and skills are very important as well (Béteille & Loeb, 2009, 

p.599). Darling-Hammond and Wei conclude that when a broad education and training of 

teachers, in general knowledge, subject matter and pedagogical knowledge is implemented 

“the overall quality of teaching could be expected to be significantly higher.” (Daring-

Hammond & Wei, 2009, p. 631) This is expected to enhance performance of students greatly.  

 Cohen-Vogel (2005), finally, shows that teacher performance has become of 

increasing importance for policy makers to make good on political promises in the area of 

education in the United States. The federal government has, according to Cohen-Vogel, 

expanded its influence on teacher education with every subsequent national education reform.  

The hypothesis that will be formulated on the basis of the studies that were discussed 

above is: 

 

When teachers in a country are higher educated, the level attained in literacy and numeracy 

of primary school students will be higher. 

 

This would mean that it is expected that teachers in Flanders are higher educated and that 

therefore teacher education could explain part of the difference in the performance of Dutch 

and Flemish pupils in international tests. 

 

A second factor of teaching policy is teacher pay. On this area, the proof is somewhat more 

diverse. Carnoy (2009) argues that teacher pay increases can not be expected to improve 

quality, while McDermott (2005) shows that pay incentives, when implemented correctly, can 

indeed help improve teacher quality and student achievement. According to Béteille and Loeb 
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(2009), providing an overview of many of the relevant studies, this mechanism works mainly 

when teaching is financially a good option when compared to other occupations. Schools are 

then able to attract more able professionals and not lose them to other schools or occupations. 

The authors argue that this process does not only concern wage, but also certain non-wage 

characteristics of the teaching job, for example attitudes of students, class size and teaching 

assignment (Béteille & Loeb, 2009, p. 602). All in all, it seems to be reasonable to expect that 

higher teacher salaries lead to better teachers and students who perform better. The second 

hypothesis that will be tested in this chapter is: 

 

When teachers in a country receive a higher salary, the level attained in literacy and 

numeracy of primary school students will be higher. 

 

 

7.2 International comparison 

 

Four variables concerning teacher job characteristics were added to a dataset and were 

combined with the scores in the different standardised tests. These variables are: the average 

starting salary and the average salary after fifteen years of working as a primary teacher. This 

last variable was also added as a ratio of the gross domestic product in the respective 

countries. The fourth variable is the number of hours that teachers teach (teaching 

assignment). Information about these variables is available about the year 2005 in the OECD 

(2007) report ‘Education at a Glance’, and combined by the researcher with the test data. 

 A non-parametric test was used due to the small N of countries of which data is both 

available on the standardised test and the teacher job characteristics variables. A Spearman’s 

rho was used on ranked variables to test for correlations between test results and job 

characteristics. These tests show a statistically significant correlation (with α=0.05) of the 

salary of primary school teachers after fifteen years of experience and both PISA tests and 

with the TIMSS test. The starting salary of primary school teachers is only statistically 

significantly correlated with the PISA reading test. Correlations with other tests and with the 

hours a teacher has to teach are not statistically significant (see table below).  
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The salary that teachers can earn after fifteen years is important for the performance of pupils. 

It is likely that this makes the profession more attractive for good teachers in comparison with 

other occupations, and that good teachers are therefore not only more attracted to the 

profession, but are also willing to keep teaching. It is also possible that the pay reflects the 

status of teachers in society as an intermediary, although testing this by using a ratio of the 

salary after fifteen years of teaching of the gross domestic product does not show any 

significant results. The only non-wage job-characteristic in the test (hours taught in a full time 

equivalent) does not show statistically significant results. This variable does not seem to 

influence pupil performance.  

 

 

7.3 Teachers in the Netherlands and Flanders 

 

When looking at the scores of the Netherlands and Flanders on the variables that were 

compared above they show that primary school teachers get paid a little more in the 

Spearman’s rho correlations 
  

    
Rank 

PISA read 
Rank PISA 
numeracy 

Rank 
TIMSS 8 

Rank 
TIMSS 4 

Rank 
PIRLS 

Rank of 
start salary 

Correlation Coefficient 
,427(*) ,338 ,187 -,021 ,227 

  Sig. (2-tailed) ,019 ,063 ,523 ,948 ,337 
  N 30 31 14 12 20 

Rank of 
salary after 
15 years 

Correlation Coefficient 
,582(*) ,488(*) ,574(*) ,287 ,260 

  Sig. (2-tailed) ,001 ,005 ,032 ,366 ,267 
  N 30 31 14 12 20 

Rank of 15 
years salary 
gdp ratio 

Correlation Coefficient 
,183 ,179 ,429 ,151 ,068 

  Sig. (2-tailed) ,333 ,335 ,126 ,640 ,775 
  N 30 31 14 12 20 

Rank of 
hours 
taught 

Correlation Coefficient 
,137 -,032 -,094 -,154 -,076 

  Sig. (2-tailed) ,463 ,862 ,729 ,633 ,758 
  N 31 32 16 12 19 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
Source: data combined by researcher from OECD, 2007, p. 396-411; PISA, 2006; Mullis, Martin, Kennedy & 
Foy, 2007; Mullis, Marin & Foy, 2005. 
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Netherlands than they get in Flanders. The starting salary in the Netherlands was on average 

$32.195 in 2005, and after fifteen years the average Dutch primary school teacher earned 

$41.835 (which was 1,19 as a ratio of the GDP). In Flanders, the start salary was $29.270 and 

raised after fifteen years to an average of $41.007 (ratio of GDP: 1,24). So after fifteen years, 

Dutch primary school teachers earned on average $828 a year more. The Flemish teachers did 

have to teach slightly less for this salary, an average of 806 hours per year against 930 hours 

in the Netherlands (OECD, 2007, p. 396-411).  

 The minimum education to be allowed to teach primary school is in both the 

Netherlands and Flanders is a higher vocational education for primary school teachers. In the 

Netherlands, this education can be entered with at least a ‘havo’ certificate (five years of 

secondary school) and the education itself takes four years. Students get the degree of 

Bachelor of Education. Students in Flanders get the same title. After finishing secondary 

school (six years, ‘aso’ is the most usual form of secondary education for entering the 

teaching studies), they can enter the teacher education which takes three years. When studying 

in the normal speed, students would be finished at the same age (K-15) in both countries. 

 What these teacher schools teach could also affect teacher effectiveness and student 

performance. This is closely coupled with pedagogical discussions about what is the most 

effective way to teach. This study does not look at these discussions. In both the Netherlands 

and Flanders, schools and teachers are left largely autonomous to implement pedagogical 

ways of teaching (as long as certain goals and terms of the national curriculum are achieved, 

see chapter 4). In some instances, the Dutch government has tried to influence pedagogy in 

schools, with some success, but these efforts were largely directed at secondary schools (most 

recently and rather prominently the ‘studiehuis’ method, although schools were still free to 

choose to implement this method or not). Still, there are some indications that Flemish 

primary schools do indeed use somewhat different ways of teaching. The survey under 

primary school principals that was part of this study (see appendix A for a thorough 

discussion of the content, methodology and representativeness of the survey and its results), 

contained a question about the percentage of time that is taught in a ‘frontal’ way in the grade 

in which pupils turn eleven (group 7 in the Netherlands and the 5th learning year in Flanders). 

Frontal teaching is the ‘classical’ sense of teaching, a teacher in front of the class explaining 

and asking questions.  

 There is a statistically significant (with α=0.01) difference between the percentage of 

the time that is taught in this frontal way in the Netherlands and in Flanders. Dutch primary 

school principals say on average that 51,08% of the lessons in the grade are taught in a frontal 
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way, while Flemish teachers say this about 55,69% of the lessons. It is not a very large 

difference (4,61%), but it still seems to show a somewhat different approach in the education 

that teachers receive, more in favour of frontal teaching in Flanders. Whether this is able to 

explain differences in performance of students remains a question that is happily left to 

pedagogical experts. But the difference does not seem large enough to explain the 

performance of Dutch and Flemish pupils to a large extent.  

 

 

7.4 Teacher salary and education don’t explain performance 

 

The literature discussed in the first section of this chapter shows that there are two major ways 

in which teacher policy can influence student performance. The first is through teacher 

education: better educated teachers (both in the subjects that they teach and in pedagogical 

skills) are able to enhance the performance of students. The second is through teacher wages 

and non-wage job characteristics, higher wages are able to attract better teachers to the job, 

keep them and maybe even motivate them a little better. When testing the influence of wages 

and one non-wage job characteristic on student performance through international data, 

wages, especially those after fifteen years of experience, do indeed correlate with 

performance on three of the five standardised tests. Although this does provide support for the 

second hypothesis, it is not able to explain the difference in performance between the 

Netherlands and Flanders, since Dutch teachers get paid slightly more, and not less. Next to 

that, the primary school teacher education in the Netherlands and Flanders takes the same 

number of years in both countries. The difference is that the specialised vocational education 

takes four years in the Netherlands and three years in Flanders (where secondary school takes 

one year longer before admittance to the teacher education is open), which seems to be able to 

provide Dutch students with more specific training. Answers given to a question in the survey 

among primary school principals suggests that the Flemish teaching school differs from the 

Dutch in being slightly more favourable towards frontal teaching. Maybe, the influence of 

teachers works more in a circle. Just because the Flemish perform better in the standardised 

test, they are able to teach literacy and numeracy a little better, because they have a better 

understanding of the subjects in primary school (which showed in the tests). The mechanism 

that better educated teachers, get better educated students, who become better educated 

teachers could explain part of the difference between the two countries, although it is 

somewhat farfetched. In any case, the greater spending in Flanders per pupil does not go to a 
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higher salary for teaching or more extensive training. Another possibility is that there are 

simply more teachers, the following chapter studies that possible explanation.  
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8 CLASS SIZE 

 

So, when the cost of teachers can not explain the difference in performance, maybe the 

number of teachers can. This chapter studies the effects on performance of one of the most 

costly investments in education, class size reduction and lowering the student-teacher ratio. 

After exploring what these terms mean and how they could theoretically influence 

performance, data about class size and the student teacher ratio are compared with results on 

the standardised tests for all countries from which data is available. Afterwards, the data from 

the Netherlands and Flanders are compared to see if these variables can explain the 

differences in the performance of pupils in both countries. 

 

 

8.1 Class size and student teacher ratio 

 

Class size is one of those topics that have been studied repeatedly for its influence on student 

performance. In fact, there are so many studies on this subject that Hanushek (1996) found 

277 studies looking at (mostly among other topics) effects of the student-teacher ratio. He 

found that these studies gave a very mixed view of causality. Only 28 of these studies showed 

a significant causal relationship between the two, and only fifteen of them found this 

relationship to be positive. Among the insignificant results, the divide between a positive and 

negative relation is about equally divided (Hanushek, 1996, p. 54). Although most of these 

studies were mainly directed at the micro-level (the performance of individual students), it 

does not encourage a lot of confidence in the ability of this variable to influence national 

performance.  
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 Ahn and Brewer (2009) say that most studies of class size, using non-experimental 

data, are quite hard to interpret correctly. Many factors other than class size can be, either 

intermediary or completely separate, influences on performance. Ahn and Brewer see only 

three studies that use experimental information, only one of which showing clear results. 

Exploring these three studies (the STAR study in Tennessee, the CSR study in California and 

the SAGE study in Wisconsin) shows that smaller classes only seem to pay off when they 

reach the level of seventeen students or less (Ahn & Brewer, 2009, p. 432), a study of classes 

reduced to 20 pupils only shows very weak effects. The STAR study that shows the strong 

effects for classes of seventeen or below does so, however, only for pupils in K-3 (in the 

American system, from Kindergarten through third grade), after which the study stopped. 

 Plecki and Castañeda (2009) make a similar argument against most of the recent 

studies. They argue that even though class size reduction is very popular among both policy 

makers, parents and educators, class size reduction will need pedagogical adaption to proof 

positive effects. Also, they argue, well-qualified teachers will have to be involved to make the 

change work. The effects of these other factors might show results in class size reduction 

studies that are not otherwise there, or may cause these results to be larger. Even though they 

make important comments, they do show that class size reduction down to fifteen students has 

some potential proof of better performance of the pupils, especially in low-income 

neighbourhoods (Plecki and Castañeda, 2009, p. 458). 

 The California CSR study shows another interesting aspect of class size policy. After 

the rather straightforward bill to decrease class size was passed, the policy proved very 

difficult to implement and above all very expensive (Smith & Smith, 2009, p. 378). Smith and 

Smith as well as Hanushek (1996; 2009) argue that the combination of little definitive proof 

of its effects and the difficulty and price of implementation make class size reduction an 

unattractive option to up performance. 

 

From these publications, it is hard to formulate a strong hypotheses, since a direct result of 

somewhat smaller classes can not be anticipated. Still, the studies seem to show a positive 

influence of smaller classes, certainly of very much smaller classes. Furthermore there is very 

little information about the effects of class size on performance on a macro level, and there is 

not very much evidence to suggest a negative influence of class size on performance. The 

careful hypothesis of this chapter will therefore be: 
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When classes in primary schools are smaller in a country, the level attained in literacy and 

numeracy of primary school students will be higher. 

 

For the central puzzle in this study this would mean that it is expected that classes in Flanders 

would have to be significantly smaller than those in the Netherlands, certainly so since the 

studies above only show significant effects when class size becomes very much smaller 

(seventeen or even fifteen pupils). 

 

 

8.2 Effects of class size in international data 

 

To study the effects of class size on the macro-level, results from all participating countries in 

the international standardised tests that were discussed in chapter 2 have been put in a dataset 

and were coupled with information about both class size and student teacher ratio. This 

information is available about most OECD countries and OECD partner countries in the 

report ‘Education at a Glance’ (2007). This report contains information about both variables 

in 2005 and gives this information for primary schools separately. The student teacher ratio is 

calculated by dividing students among all teaching staff (so, these include professional 

personnel directly involved in teaching students (and whose primary function is teaching) but 

excludes teachers’ aides and teaching/research assistants) in full time equivalents. The class 

size country average is calculated by dividing pupils over the number of classes. All data in 

the report was attained by the respective ministries of education in the separate countries. 

 Due to the small N of countries of which information is available on both the 

standardised test and the OECD indicators for student teacher ratio and class size (a maximum 

of 30 for any two variables combined), a Spearman’s rho analysis on ranked indicators of all 

relevant variables was used to look at correlations. With an alpha of 0,05 not a single 

correlation between the tests and these variables is significant. One reason for this is probably 

the small N for many tests, for the test of correlation between the TIMSS in fourth grade and 

both class size and student teacher ratio, the N is only 8. So there is no statistical proof of any 

correlation between either class size or student teacher ratio and any of the standardised test 

being considered in this study.  
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Since the literature shows some proof for better performance when the class size is 

reduced to seventeen or below, a separate variable was created to code whether a country had 

a class size average of above or below seventeen. This new variable was subsequently used in 

a Mann-Whitney test (a non-parametric test, again due to the small N) with the unranked 

results in the standardised tests. This does give a significant result. For the PIRLS test, there is 

a statistically significant difference in the population with a class size below seventeen and 

the population with a class size over seventeen. For all other standardised tests, there is not a 

statistically significant difference in the performance between the two populations. 

 

 

8.3 Class size and student teacher ratio in the Netherlands and Flanders 

 

Comparing the Netherlands and Flanders on this topic is somewhat hard due to the fact that 

the ratio and class size for Flanders are not included in the OECD report. Through other 

statistics, the student-teacher ratio can, however, be calculated. From the Flemish report 

‘Statistical yearbook for Flemish education’ the total number of pupils in regular primary 

education (384.557) were divided by the total number of teachers in regular Flemish 

education (in full-time equivalent) (30.681) (Vlaams ministerie van Onderwijs en Vorming, 

2008). This gives the ratio of 12,5 students per education professional. This comes close to 

the OECD number for Belgium as a whole, which is 12,8. The Dutch student-teacher ratio is 

15,9. 

 Spearman's rho correlations 
 

    
Rank 

PISA read 
Rank PISA 
numeracy 

Rank 
TIMSS 8 

Rank 
TIMSS 4 

Rank 
PIRLS 

Rank of class size Correlation 
Coefficient 

,083 -,014 ,209 ,286 -,407 

  Sig. (2-tailed) ,673 ,942 ,493 ,493 ,118 
  N 28 29 13 8 16 
Rank of student 
teacher ratio 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

-,127 -,059 ,237 ,072 -,393 

  Sig. (2-tailed) ,519 ,761 ,436 ,866 ,165 
  N 28 29 13 8 14 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
Source: data combined by researcher from OECD, 2007, p. 381-382; PISA, 2006; Mullis, Martin, Kennedy & 
Foy, 2007; Mullis, Marin & Foy, 2005. 
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 The Dutch student teacher ratio translates into a class size of 22. There is no 

information available on the class size in Flanders, nor in the OECD number (where only the 

Walloon part is included), nor in the statistical yearbook. When the same ratio between 

student teacher ratio and class size is used as in the Dutch case (class size is student teacher 

ratio times 1,38, which is also a quite decent factor when compared with the numbers of other 

countries), than Flemish primary school classes can be estimated at about 17,25 pupils 

average. 

 This last estimate comes very close to the seventeen pupil class size that proved to 

enhance performance in the Tennessee STAR study and that proved statically different from 

countries with a size of over seventeen. Even though the Flemish class size is only a 

(calculated) estimate, its proximity to the seventeen pupil class size and its rather large 

difference (almost 5 pupils per class) with the Netherlands seems to provide the best fitting 

piece to the puzzle of the different score of Flemish and Dutch pupils in the standardised tests. 

The class size is evidently what makes the Flemish education more expensive and is most 

likely of all explanations that were studied to cause performance increases between the two 

countries.  
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9 THE FLEMISH LEAD EXPLAINED 

 

 

9.1 Size matters most 

 

The different explanations have been explored in the different chapters, it is now time to go 

back to the beginning and answer the question that was asked in the introduction: How can 

the difference in performance of Dutch and Flemish pupils in international standardised tests 

of literacy and numeracy be explained? It was established that the Netherlands and Flanders 

are comparable in many of the usual explanations for performance deviation: both countries 

have a high gross domestic product, are densely populated, have roughly the same 

immigration composition and even have very comparable education systems. Still, the 

difference in performance in the standardised tests of literacy and numeracy proved in most 

tests to be quite substantial, often resulting in Flanders being part of the top-5 in the world and 

the Netherlands not.  

 The most common explanation for this difference in performance was explored first. It 

was assumed that when schools find it more important to spend time in their curriculum on 

other subjects than literacy and numeracy (when they find it more important to educate good 

citizens than they do to educate good (knowledge) workers), the proficiency in literacy and 

numeracy would subsequently be lower. To explore this hypothesis, the national curricula, 

and how time was spent in schools were studied, using a large scale survey among primary 

school principals, and analysing a large number of primary school schedules. This showed, 

that contrary to what would be expected from this explanation, Dutch schools spend more 

time on literacy and about the same time on numeracy as the Flemish schools. The most usual 

explanation was, when tested empirically, utterly unable to explain anything about the 
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difference in performance. So, if not the curriculum, what else could explain Flemish children 

scoring higher in these international tests? 

 The second explanation that was studied is another prominent one in the public debate. 

On the basis of the argument that when special needs children are part of a regular class, the 

rest of this class will probably suffer some effect of this presence (although it might be very 

positive for the special needs child, but that group is usually excluded from the sample in the 

standardised tests), the special needs children inclusion policy was analysed. In this analysis, 

it came forward that the effects of inclusion on special needs children is a common topic of 

pedagogical research, but that the effects on other children is pretty much uncharted terrain. 

One exploratory study found no significant effect on the group as a whole, but this was only a 

very limited study (McDonnell et. al, 2003). More than double the percentage of children go 

to specialised special schools in Flanders than is the case in the Netherlands. This could very 

well be part of the explanation, but is also unsatisfying as an answer to the research question 

since the empirical evidence of the effect of inclusion policy is sketchy at best. 

 What has gotten more attention from education policy researchers and was proven to a 

somewhat larger extent is that money matters. Although the evidence does not point to a 

direct effect of more money to better performance, specifically targeting underprivileged 

children or spending more on specific items pertaining to teachers seems to pay off. When the 

correlation between funding per primary school pupil and performance in the tests was tested, 

it proved that at least some of the differences in the tests could be explained by more money. 

Although the Dutch way of financing has targeted underprivileged children a lot longer time 

than in Flanders, there is more money per pupil available in Flanders, about 25% more. So, 

money is clearly a factor, but if previous research has shown anything about the relation 

between money and performance, it is that it matters how you spend it. 

 This is what the last two chapters explore, two ways of spending money on the largest 

item on any school budget: the teachers. First, the effects of the quality of teachers was 

explored. When more money was spent on teacher training, the effects could very well result 

in better performance of the pupils. And a higher salary for teachers could result in attracting 

better teachers and keeping them. The last effect was proven also by testing for correlations 

between teacher salary and performance in the standardised tests: part of the differences in 

performance can be explained by what teachers get paid after working for fifteen years as a 

teacher. The only problem with this possible explanation is that Dutch teachers earn in fact 

more than their Flemish colleagues and that the education to become a teacher takes the same 
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number of years (K-15), where in the Dutch situation the specialised vocational education is 

even a year longer (where secondary school is a year longer in Flanders).  

 So, the extra money is not spend on individual teacher salary or education, but studies 

have shown that smaller classes (when the number of pupils in the class drop to the number of 

seventeen) have a significant effect on student performance. This was also proved using 

international data coupled with the standardised tests. When comparing countries with 

average class sizes of over seventeen with those of classes under seventeen, a significant 

difference was found. More teachers, rather than different ones, also seems to be the best 

explanation for the extra money per pupil in Flanders and also for the difference in 

performance in literacy and numeracy between the Netherlands and Flanders. The average 

class size of Flemish primary schools is very close to seventeen (17,25), while the Dutch class 

size is 22.  

 

Variable Explanation?  

Curriculum - - More to literacy and 

numeracy in the Netherlands 

Inclusion special needs 

children 

+? Further study into effects 

required 

Financing + 25% more money per pupil 

in Flanders 

Teacher education - K-15 education required in 

both countries 

Teacher salary - - Dutch teachers earn slightly 

more 

Class size + + 17,25 pupils in Flemish 

classes, 22 in Dutch 

 

The table above shows which of the hypotheses have provided a part of the explanation for 

the difference in competency in literacy and numeracy between the Netherlands and Flanders. 

Two hypotheses have proven to explain part of the difference between the two countries: 

funding and class size. From these two, class size is able to explain the largest part of the 

difference. While some other explanations have been proven wrong, there still is a grey area 



Explaining the Flemish Lead 

76 

 

of difference between the two countries that is not yet explained. Inclusion policies for special 

needs children could be a part of this grey area. 

 

 

9.2 Implications for theory and further research 

 

This study has added to the education policy research first in that it has lifted theories to a 

macro-level application and it has sifted through a number of explanations that could be 

important on this level. By doing this, part of the achievement differences between the 

Netherlands and Flanders have been theoretically and empirically explained (where the 

discussion previously seemed to lack empirical bases). Next to that, because the Dutch and 

Flemish situations are very comparable in most general country characteristics, this study can 

provide insights for the theoretical discussion about influences on educational attainment. It 

has a quasi-experimental setting that allows broader interpretation of the results to a certain 

degree. Still, the previously mentioned ‘grey area’ of difference that is not yet explained asks 

for further research. 

The effects of inclusion policies of special needs children also provide the clearest 

question into which further research seems necessary. McDonnell et. al (2003) have 

conducted an exploratory study, but, although their methods seem very promising, to establish 

whether there are really no effects of inclusion policy on performance of non-special needs 

children, a more thorough study is necessary (including more (and more different) classes, a 

longer period, more intensive testing and a larger test group).  

 Another question that largely remains for further study is the content of the teacher 

education in the Netherlands and Flanders. There was some evidence presented that would 

indicate a more ‘frontal’ approach in Flanders, but this evidence is far from conclusive. A 

thorough comparison of the curriculum and practice in teacher education on both countries 

could provide further information about the difference in performance. It is very likely that 

this education influences the way Flemish and Dutch teachers teach in primary schools. 

Differences in didactics could be a another possible explanation for the differences in 

performance. 

 A more practically oriented study could involve the way that Flemish policy has made 

the smaller classes possible. Studies have shown that implementation of this kind of policy is 

usually very hard, still, Flanders has class sizes that are smaller than about 90% of OECD 

countries. When more information could be made available on how this was achieved, this 
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could provide valuable information about class size reduction, both theoretically, and 

practically for other countries wanting to reduce class sizes.  

 Finally, the topic that recently seems to occupy much of the attention of education 

policy scientists, is the question about the effects of performance measurements on schools 

and on performance of schools. The implementation of the No Child Left Behind act (NCLB), 

that encompasses obligatory performance measurements for all children in public schools in 

the US (Reese, 2005), seems to have spurred many of this attention towards this topic. Many 

studies look at the effects of these kind of NPM-like performance measurements (Pollitt & 

Bouckaert, 2004) on the performance of schools and individual children. These studies 

conclude that either it forms a good opportunity for schools to enhance their performance 

(Pianta & Hamre, 2009; Lindle, 2009), or, more prominently, that test-based accountability is 

not (always) very good for performance (either at all or in itself) (Kornhaber, 2004; Farkas, 

2009; Meier, 2002; Herman & Baker, 2009) or has other negative side-effects towards 

performance of specific groups of pupils (Fusarelli, 2004). These studies show that it is quite 

reasonable to assume at least an effect of performance measurement on performance, either 

positive or negative (probably also depending on what you measure as performance (Herman 

& Baker, 2009)). Still, although there have been some discussions about this, there is no 

nationally obligatory performance measurement policy in place in either the Netherlands or 

Flanders. The more specific potential of implementing such measurement policies to enhance 

performance in literacy and numeracy in both countries is a very relevant topic for further 

study. Also, it points towards the possible importance of inspectorates as an influence on 

performance. 

 

 

9.3 Policy implications 

 

But not all is grey area that should be studied further. The study has shown results that can be 

of great use for education policy. First, the study has shown a number of measures that are not 

likely to result in effects. Changes in the national or school curriculum can not diminish the 

difference between the Netherlands and Flanders, different measures are likely to result in 

better results. The study has also found policy variables that can be influenced by national 

policy and that are likely to result in better performance of children in literacy and numeracy. 

Class size seems to be the best explanation for the difference in performance between 

Dutch and Flemish schools, although this study has also shown that class size reduction is 
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very expensive and that implementation could prove rather difficult (especially with a 

growing shortage of primary school teachers). A complicating factor seems to be that a small 

class size reduction is not very likely to pay off in results: only when classes are reduced to 

seventeen pupils can clear results really be expected. Still, this seems to provide the best 

opportunity to really bridge the difference between Dutch and Flemish pupils in their 

performance in literacy and numeracy, and although the measure seems to be difficult, it 

doesn’t appear to be impossible. In Flanders classes of just very little over seventeen have 

been proven to be a viable option, although it does require a sizable extra investment in 

primary education. The previously mentioned implementation study in Flanders could provide 

more insight into the possibilities for class size reduction in the Netherlands. 

 Another lesson from this study is that the inclusion policy is in need of a thorough 

evaluation to establish the effects on not only special needs children, but also on their class 

mates. Although a clear correlation between performance of these class mates and inclusion 

policy has not been established, this side of the story seems to be largely missing in the 

considerations of the inclusion policies in both countries (with more extreme effects in the 

Netherlands).  

 Finally, Flemish policy makers and schools could find a reason in this report to re-

evaluate their curricular choices. More than half of the educational time in Flemish primary 

schools goes to topics other than the basics of literacy and numeracy. Although this does not 

result in any problems with performance of the pupils in the standardised tests (it is probably 

counterbalanced by the much smaller class size), it might give opportunities to heighten 

performance in literacy and numeracy further and might give reason to re-evaluate what the 

basic tasks of the school are.  

 

These measures are very likely to produce better performance of children in school, and it is 

likely that the performance differences between the Netherlands and Flanders can at least be 

partly mend. But more than was assumed, this seems to be an issue of money. There is clear 

evidence that investments in the areas measured above will pay out in higher performance, as 

well as that there is evidence that higher performance leads to general economical gains: 

knowledge is vital in a knowledge economy. 
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SAMENVATTING 
 
Hoe kunnen we verklaren dat twee landen, vergelijkbaar in vrijwel alle reguliere verklaringen 
voor prestaties van basisschoolkinderen, toch significant verschillen in internationale 
metingen van geletterdheid en genummerdheid. Dat is de puzzel die centraal staat in dit 
onderzoek. Vlaanderen en Nederland zijn grotendeels vergelijkbaar in hun 
bevolkingsdichtheid en de samenstelling van de allochtone bevolking, het zijn beide 
welvarende landen die zelfs dezelfde taal spreken en geografisch naast elkaar liggen. Toch 
scoort Vlaanderen in de meest gebruikte internationale gestandaardiseerde testen voor 
rekenen en taal (de PISA, PIRLS en TIMSS testen) doorgaans een aantal punten boven 
Nederland. Een score die doorgaans betekent dat Vlaanderen tot de top-5 van de wereld 
behoort en Nederland daar buiten valt. Dit onderzoek bekijkt een aantal mogelijke 
verklaringen en gebruikt daarvoor verschillende methoden en databronnen. 
 
Curriculum 
De meest gehoorde verklaring is dat dit verschil komt doordat Vlaamse scholen simpelweg 
meer tijd besteden aan rekenen en taal, terwijl in Nederland vredesonderwijs en 
burgerschapsvorming voorop staan. Er zijn grofweg twee stromingen in de literatuur over wat 
basisscholen zouden moeten doen. Aan de ene kant zijn er de auteurs die het vormen van 
goede burgers als de voornaamste taak van het onderwijs zien, en aan de andere kant zij die 
het vormen van goede (kennis)werkers als de voornaamste taak zien. Hoewel in Nederland de 
posities in het maatschappelijk debat niet zo gemakkelijk in te delen zijn in deze twee 
extremen (het is moeilijk te beargumenteren dat bewegingen als Beter Onderwijs Nederland 
enkel betere werkers wil creëren), zijn de standpunten voor zover ze betrekking hebben op het 
basisschoolcurriculum wel min of meer gelijk: vooral aandacht voor taal en rekenen. De 
discussie komt neer op twee extremen: of veel aandacht voor de maatschappelijke rol van het 
onderwijs in de les, of vooral kennis stampen en aandacht aan geletterdheid en 
genummerdheid. Het basisonderwijs zit tussen deze twee onverenigbare standpunten 
gevangen en is gedwongen naar een balans te zoeken. Hoe deze balans uitvalt kan zeer wel 
een verklaring zijn voor scores in de internationale testen.  

Om te onderzoeken hoe deze balans is uitgevallen is in deze studie op drie 
verschillende manieren gekeken naar hoe basisscholen hun tijd besteden. Allereerst zijn de 
nationale pakketten van eisen in de vorm van kerndoelen en eindtermen vergeleken. Daaruit 
blijkt dat de inhoud van deze eisen lastig te vergelijken is. Waar de Nederlandse kerndoelen 
hun naam eer aan doen en zeer kernachtig geformuleerd zijn, zijn de Vlaamse eindtermen veel 
uitgebreider en preciezer geformuleerd. Toch lijkt het doel van de termen vrijwel voortdurend 
overeen te komen. Een numerieke vergelijking laat zien dat een groter percentage van de 
doelen in Nederland betrekking heeft op geletterdheid dan in Vlaanderen het geval is, en dat 
ongeveer hetzelfde percentage doelen of termen betrekking heeft op genummerdheid. Omdat 
dit natuurlijk weinig zegt over wat er in werkelijkheid in de klas gebeurd is een grootschalige 
enquête gebruikt onder alle Vlaamse en Nederlandse basisschooldirecteuren. Zij werden 
gevraagd naar hoeveel tijd er in de voorlaatste klas van de basisschool wordt besteed aan 
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geletterdheid en genummerdheid aan de ene kant, en een operationalisering van de 
burgerschapscomponent aan de andere kant. Daaruit blijkt dat Nederlandse scholen significant 
meer tijd besteden aan taal, terwijl Vlaamse scholen iets meer tijd besteden aan rekenen. 
Daarnaast besteden Vlaamse scholen significant meer tijd aan de burgerschapscomponent van 
het lessenpakket. Om deze resultaten te controleren is een groot aantal basisschoolroosters 
geanalyseerd, hieruit komt hetzelfde beeld. Nederlandse scholen besteden (veel) meer tijd aan 
geletterdheid, ongeveer even veel tijd aan genummerdheid en minder aan de 
burgerschapscomponent. De tijdsbesteding kan het verschil tussen beide landen daarmee niet 
verklaren. 
 
Speciale kinderen 
Een andere veelgehoorde verklaring voor het verschil tussen de beide landen is het beleid 
omtrent inclusief onderwijs. Hoewel er veel informatie beschikbaar is over de effecten van 
inclusief onderwijs op speciale kinderen, mist die informatie nog grotendeels over de effecten 
op de rest van de klas. Een exploratief onderzoek laat zien dat die effecten niet significant 
zijn, maar de auteurs van dit onderzoek geven zelf al aan dat verder onderzoek noodzakelijk is 
om een negatief effect definitief uit te sluiten. Over het algemeen blijft het beeld echter 
bestaan dat er ook effecten zijn op de andere kinderen, zowel in het maatschappelijk debat 
(het is een expliciet punt in de doelstellingen van het Nederlandse BON), als in veel 
wetenschappelijke discussies. Deze verklaring zou extra relevant zijn omdat speciale kinderen 
doorgaans worden uitgesloten in de internationale metingen van taal en rekenen. Een 
vergelijking van het percentage kinderen dat naar een speciale school gaat (en dus geen 
inclusief onderwijs geniet) laat zien dat er inderdaad een groot verschil is tussen de twee 
landen. In Vlaanderen gaat 6,6% naar een speciale school, in Nederland niet meer dan 2,8%. 
Daarnaast is het Nederlandse beleid veel stelliger geformuleerd en licht de 
verantwoordelijkheid voor inclusief onderwijs meer bij de basisschool, waar de 
samenwerking tussen basisschool en speciale school in Vlaanderen prominenter aanwezig is. 
Mocht verder onderzoek inderdaad een effect van inclusief onderwijs op andere kinderen 
aantonen, dan is dit een goede verklaring voor het verschil (hoewel naar alle 
waarschijnlijkheid niet een volledige). Maar vooralsnog is de verklaring weinig bevredigend. 
 
Financiering 
Financiering kan mogelijk een betere verklaring geven. Hoewel het directe verband tussen 
prestaties van leerlingen en financiering niet direct kan berusten in overweldigend 
wetenschappelijk bewijs, toont een internationale vergelijking van alle OECD landen dat er 
wel degelijk een significant verband tussen beide bestaat. Een vergelijking tussen de 
begrotingen van beide landen voor het basisonderwijs, gedeeld door het aantal leerlingen laat 
zien dat er een behoorlijk verschil is. Vlaanderen besteed meer dan €1.400 meer per leerling 
in het basisonderwijs, een verschil van bijna 25%. Waar de literatuur daarnaast aangeeft dat 
de methode van financiering van belang is voor prestaties in de testen (financiering gericht op 
speciale doelgroepen die doorgaans slechter presteren zou een positief resultaat opleveren), is 
die methode in Nederland veel langer aanwezig (in de vorm van de gewichtenregeling), waar 
deze in Vlaanderen pas met ingang van het schooljaar 2008-2009 is ingevoerd. Al met al zou 
financiering een verklaring kunnen zijn voor het verschil in prestatie, maar het gaat er 
natuurlijk ook om hoe het geld besteed wordt. 
 
Leraren 
De grootste begrotingspost van basisscholen, de leraren, is ook het meest waarschijnlijk in een 
effect op de begroting als geheel. Er zijn in eerdere studies verbanden aangetoond tussen de 
opleiding van docenten en prestaties van leerlingen, en ook zijn er signalen dat het salaris van 
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leraren effecten heeft (mogelijk doordat betere leraren aangetrokken kunnen worden en 
behouden kunnen worden (het beroep als geheel interessanter wordt ten opzichte van andere 
beroepen)). De opleiding lijkt echter zeer vergelijkbaar, in beide landen duurt de opleiding 
uiteindelijk even lang (waar de opleiding in het hoger onderwijs in Nederland een jaar langer 
duurt en in Vlaanderen het secundair onderwijs een jaar langer). Er is een enkele aanwijzing 
dat er kleine didactische verschillen zijn, in het voordeel van frontaal onderwijs in 
Vlaanderen. Het salaris van docenten ligt daarentegen in Nederland iets hoger dan in 
Vlaanderen, hoewel Nederlandse docenten wel meer uur les moeten geven. Het is in elk geval 
geen verklaring voor het grote bestedingsverschil noch een bevredigende verklaring voor de 
prestatieverschillen. 
 
Klasgrootte 
Als het verschil dan niet bij de individuele leraar licht, dan is de verklaring mogelijk dat er 
simpelweg meer leraren zijn. Hoewel een lineair effect van de klasgrootte niet overtuigend 
bewezen is, is er wel duidelijk bewijs voor de effecten op prestaties van kinderen van een 
verkleining van de klassen tot zeventien leerlingen of minder. Datzelfde blijkt wanneer de 
internationale data over OECD landen wordt gebruikt om de effecten te meten. De klasgrootte 
is daarmee ook de beste verklaring voor het verschil tussen Nederland en Vlaanderen. De 
gemiddelde klasgrootte in het basisonderwijs in Nederland is 22 kinderen, in Vlaanderen ligt 
dat aantal erg dicht bij de zeventien. 
 
Conclusie 
Met name de klasgrootte kan het verschil tussen de prestaties in de internationale testen van 
geletterdheid en genummerdheid verklaren. Het curriculum en het salaris van individuele 
leraren geven eerder tegenovergestelde aanwijzingen en compliceren de puzzel enkel. Een 
andere verklaring, die echter nog verdere wetenschappelijke onderbouwing verdient, is het 
inclusievere onderwijs in Nederland. Kleinere klassen kosten ook geld, de Vlaamse regering 
trekt dan ook ongeveer 25% meer per leerling uit dan de Nederlandse regering.  
 De beste mogelijkheid voor Nederland om de resultaten gelijk te trekken ligt dan ook 
in het verkleinen van de klassen. Dat is een lastige en dure maatregel, mogelijk kan een studie 
van de implementatie van dergelijk beleid in Vlaanderen meer licht op de mogelijkheden 
hiertoe werpen. Daarnaast lijkt een evaluatie van het ‘weer samen naar school’ beleid op zijn 
plaats. De effecten van dit beleid op de rest van de klas zouden daarbij centraal moeten staan. 
In Vlaanderen lijken de mogelijkheden voornamelijk wel in het curriculum te liggen. Meer 
dan de heft van de tijd in de les wordt in Vlaanderen besteedt aan activiteiten anders dan taal 
en rekenen. Hoewel dat geen grote negatieve effecten heeft op de prestaties van de kinderen 
lijkt een heroriëntatie daar met name handvatten te bieden voor verdere verbetering van de 
prestaties van leerlingen op het gebied van geletterdheid en genummerdheid. Al met al lijkt de 
oplossing voor het verschil in prestaties tussen Nederland en Vlaanderen vooral te liggen in 
extra investeringen en veel minder in inhoudelijke maatregelen. 
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A Survey methods and response 

 

 

This appendix contains more detailed information on survey methods and the 

representativeness of the response. The first part, on survey content, is largely similar to the 

text that is part of chapter 4 (although it does provide some more detailed descriptions).  

 

 

A.1 Survey content. 

 

A short survey instrument was developed for both Dutch and Flemish primary school 

principals, consisting of three parts. In the first part, some general information about the 

school was asked, and principals were asked to estimate the performance of the children at the 

end of their primary school career on two questions, one pertaining to literacy (which 

percentage of children leaving your primary school do you estimate are able to spell this 

sentence correctly) and one pertaining to numeracy (which percentage of children leaving 

your primary school do you estimate are able to calculate the contents of an aquarium with 

certain measurements correctly). For Dutch schools, these questions were followed by a 

question asking for the average score on a widely used standardised test in the Netherlands 

(Cito). 

The second part of the survey consisted of a series of questions pertaining to the time 

spent on certain topics: literacy; numeracy; world orientation; citizenship and integration; 

norms and values in society; social proficiency; and the influence of discussions in society. 

Citizenship and integration; norms and values in society and social proficiency are the 

operationalisation of the good-citizen goal of education (as argued in paragraph 4.1), where 

literacy and numeracy are seen as the operationalisation of the good-worker goal. Because 

world orientation is such an integral part of the national curriculum in both the Netherlands 

and Flanders, and because many of the topics that are central in the good-citizen goal of 

education are integrated in this part of school schedules, this was added as a separate question. 

Next to that, to test direct responsiveness to what happens in society (so to see whether these 

discussions are more important than the standardised curriculum of the school), a question 

was added to see how much time schools take to spend on these discussions. All these 

questions were asked not as exacts, but as estimates (although estimates by those that are 

central in making the school curriculum). Also, the questions were all asked about the grade 
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in which children typically turn eleven (in both the Netherlands (group 7) and Flanders (5th 

year) this is the pre-final grade of primary school). This section was closed by an open 

invitation to provide relevant information or remarks, either about the survey itself or about 

the topic of the survey in general. 

To cast another light on the same questions, being able to make the step from 

estimates to exacts, principals were asked to provide their schedule for the same grade as the 

questions were about, so that these could be analysed separately. After this, principals were 

thanked for their cooperation and were provided with the opportunity to fill out a form to 

receive a summary of the results of the survey. The Dutch version of the survey consisted of 

13 questions and was estimated to take no longer than about 5 minutes time to fill out. The 

survey was tested for expert validity and was qualitatively pretested on primary school 

principals in both the Netherlands and Flanders, in the Netherlands in an interview setting, in 

Flanders using e-mail contact. Some (mainly terminological) changes were made as a result of 

these tests. There were minor differences between the Dutch and the Flemish version of the 

survey (other than the question about the standardised test in the Netherlands). These all 

pertain to differing use in terminology in schools and in the second part the only difference is 

in the name for the grade the questions pertain to. Both the Dutch and Flemish version of the 

survey can be found in appendix B. 

 

 

A.2 Survey methods 

 

For economical and pragmatic reasons it was decided to use an electronic survey, since all but 

very few schools have e-mail addresses, this was not considered to pose a danger in biasing 

the results. For sending the Flemish survey, a database of the ministry of education was used 

and the survey was sent to all Flemish primary schools, a total of 2113. Of these, 22 

invitations were undeliverable. For the Dutch schools, a database of the Central Financial 

Institution (CFI) was used. This database of all 6952 Dutch primary schools lacked about 

1000 mail addresses. These were recovered by using an Internet search engine using the name 

of the school and the name of the town the school is in as search criteria. E-mail addresses 

were only added when the regular address matched the one in the database. An e-mail 

invitation was sent to all Dutch schools with an e-mail address in the eventual database10. 

                                                           
10

 In both the Dutch and Flemish situation, schools providing education only to special needs children were 

excluded from the study. 
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1008 of the e-mails that were sent for this invitation were bounced because they either no 

longer existed or for some other reasons were unable to receive this e-mail (a possible reason 

could also be over-active spam-filters). So, all in all, around 6000 Dutch schools received the 

invitation. Some days before sending the invitation with a unique link to the survey, all 

schools (with the exception of some Dutch schools of which e-mail addresses still had to be 

recovered) received an announcement of the study and were asked for their willingness to 

cooperate with the survey when it would arrive. An announcement by regular mail is proven 

to heighten response (Fox, Crask & Kim, 1988), so it was assumed that an e-mail 

announcement could, to some extent, achieve the same result. In the invitation and in the 

survey itself it was assured that there would be no results reported about one, or only very few 

schools, thereby providing the assurance that the information provided would not be 

retraceable to the school. 

 After sending the invitation, respondents had roughly three weeks to respond (due to 

school holidays, the response periods of Dutch and Flemish school principals were somewhat 

different, Dutch respondents could fill out the survey between 7 April 2009 and 24 April 

2009, Flemish respondents between 23 April 2009 and 8 May 2009, there is no reason for the 

researcher to assume that this difference in period might have affected the results). After two 

weeks, a reminder was send to those that had not yet responded, and those that had, according 

to the survey system, not finished filling out their survey. The survey software by 

NetQuestionnaires was used to both send the announcements, the invitation and the reminder, 

as well as to collect the data itself. For the questions pertaining to general information about 

the school, single answer closed questions were used, except for a question where principals 

were asked to estimate the percentage of frontal teaching, where a scale from 1 to 100 was 

used and principals could click in the scale at the appropriate point. Similar scales were used 

for the estimates of the performance of children in literacy and numeracy. The time-questions 

were all open fields for hours and minutes separately, ending in an open question with an 

unlimited string field. An upload function was manually incorporated by NetQuestionnaires to 

accommodate the uploading of the schedules. None of the questions were obligatory (so no 

screaming red letters stating that a questions needs to be answered before being able to see the 

next creen), so item non-response is a possibility. 
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A.3 Survey response 

 

A total of 1008 school principals responded to the survey (all those filling out at least one 

question, the actual N will, due to item non-response be lower in the analysis of most 

questions). Of these were 677 Dutch respondents and 331 Flemish respondents, 11,54% and 

15,83% respectively of all principals receiving the e-mail invitation. Response rates were 

heavily influenced by the large number of surveys send to schools. A small qualitative non-

response study revealed this to be the dominant reason for not participating in the study. One 

of the non-respondents noted “This is study 24 in a week’s time, I could fill my whole day 

filling out question lists, so I have to make choices and I’m sorry, but your study is not one of 

them.”(7)11 Another reason that was given for non-response is the fact that some principals 

did not agree with the content of the study (“Literacy and numeracy is not the only thing that 

is important for schools to teach”(8)), said to have no trust in these kinds of studies (“When I 

saw your questionnaire I knew that it would give big results that will cause great upheaval 

because Dutch schools spend less time on literacy and numeracy, but it says nothing about 

what actually happens”(9)), or said that due to specific pedagogical systems (Montessori in 

this case) they found themselves unable to answer the survey (even though the survey did 

account for this kind of schools). Lastly, some principals responded that their school either 

did not have the grade that the questions were about, or had no more than one child and found 

it therefore not very useful to respond. Whenever worries about the content of the study were 

announced (either by telephone or e-mail, both of which were incorporated in both the 

announcement and the invitation), they were responded to by providing additional 

information about the study. All in all (being well aware of the overflow of surveys in primary 

schools, this was one of the reasons to keep the survey fairly short), the response exceeded 

expectations. 154 Schools uploaded or e-mailed a schedule that could be analysed. 

 The question remains whether the respondents provide a representative sample of the 

population. This was tested in a number of different ways. First of all, in the Dutch case the 

question about the standardised test was used to see whether the response was biased towards 

higher or lower performing schools. The overall average score in this test is standardised at 

535 (on a scale between 500 and 550). The average score on the test at the latest moment of 

application of the respondents of the survey is 535,62 (N=442), with 8,6% scoring over 5 

points below this average and 12,4% scoring more than 5 points higher than this average. This 

                                                           
11

 Whenever citing respondents, the English translation will appear in the text. The original Dutch quote can be 

found in appendix C with the number of the citation between brackets. 
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seems to point towards a very slight bias towards higher performing schools in the sample. 

All data used in this report has been tested for correlation between either the score on the 

standardised test, or the estimates of the abilities in literacy and numeracy by the respondents, 

none were found significant (with α=0.01). 

 As a second test, the sample was tested to see whether there is a bias towards schools 

where a public or a private body is the highest authority. In the Netherlands there are in total 

2277 public schools and 4636 schools with a private body as the highest authority (CBS, 

2008). Using this in a chi-square analysis gives the following results:  

 

 

 

Again, there is a (very limited) bias in the sample (significant with α=0.01). There are 37,3 

(with N=672) more private schools in the sample than would be expected from the 

population. Doing the same test for Flemish schools gives the following results:  

 

 

 

 1. Does your school have a public or private body as its  
 highest authority? Flanders 
 

  Observed N Expected N Residual 
Public 147 127,7 19,3 
Private 183 202,3 -19,3 
Total 330     

 
Chi-
Square(a) 4,767 

df 1 
Asymp. Sig. ,029 

 

 1. Does your school have a public or private body as its  
 highest authority? The Netherlands 
 

  Observed N Expected N Residual 
Public 184 221,3 -37,3 
Private 488 450,7 37,3 
Total 672     

 
Chi-
Square(a) 9,395 

df 1 
Asymp. Sig. ,002 
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19,3 More schools with a private authority would be expected in the sample, with α=0.01, the 

sample is not significantly different from the population. 

 Lastly, the response is tested for representativeness of the population’s geographical 

location. Due to the unique link that schools used to start the survey, the zip-code of the 

school was automatically coupled with the data. This enabled testing for equal distribution 

over provinces in the Netherlands and Flanders. Both tables with actual and expected 

distributing among provinces can be found below. In both cases the difference between actual 

and expected was, using chi-square (20.762 and 15.547 respectively), not significant with 

α=0.01. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Distributing among provinces in the Netherlands 

 
Observed 

N 
Expected 

N Residual 
Drenthe 21 29,0 -8,0 
Flevoland 18 18,9 -,9 
Friesland 45 45,9 -,9 
Gelderland 93 92,7 ,3 
Groningen 30 31,3 -1,3 
Limburg 51 39,4 11,6 
Noord-Brabant 113 86,9 26,1 
Noord-Holland 78 89,6 -11,6 
Overijssel 62 53,7 8,3 
Utrecht 38 46,1 -8,1 
Zeeland 25 22,6 2,4 
Zuid-Holland 98 115,8 -17,8 
Total 672     

 

 Distributing among provinces in Flanders 
 

  
Observed 

N 
Expected 

N Residual 
Brussels Hoofdstedelijk 
Gewest 9 14,3 -5,3 

Provincie Vlaams-Brabant 46 47,3 -1,3 
Provincie Antwerpen 94 78,4 15,6 
Provincie Limburg 60 46,0 14,0 
Provincie West-Vlaanderen 

63 69,7 -6,7 

Provincie Oost-Vlaanderen 
59 75,3 -16,3 

Total 331     
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B. Dutch and Flemish survey 
 
 
B.1  Dutch survey 
 
Hartelijk bedankt voor uw interesse in dit onderzoek. Uw antwoorden worden strikt 
vertrouwelijk behandeld, op geen enkele manier zullen de resultaten van een of slechts enkele 
scholen openbaar worden gemaakt. Er wordt alleen gerapporteerd over een grotere groep 
scholen of alle scholen die aan de enquête hebben meegewerkt.  
 
Hoewel de enquête weinig tijd in beslag zal nemen kunt u het invullen op elk moment 
onderbreken en later, door opnieuw de link in het mailbericht te gebruiken, doorgaan met het 
beantwoorden.  
 
Indien u prijs stelt op het ontvangen van de eindrapportage, dan kunt u aan het einde van de 
enquête aangeven hoe u deze wilt ontvangen. 
 
Klik hieronder om de vragenlijst te starten 
 
Allereerst kort enkele vragen over uw school. 
 
1. Is uw school een openbare of een bijzondere school? 

0 Openbaar 
0 Bijzonder 

 
2. Is uw school een instelling voor speciaal onderwijs (SO/SBO)? 

0 ja, speciaal onderwijs 
0 nee, geen speciaal onderwijs 
 

3. Welk percentage van de lestijd in groep 7 wordt naar uw inschatting op een frontale manier 
lesgegeven? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Welk percentage van de kinderen die uw school na groep 8 verlaten kan, naar uw 
inschatting, de inhoud van een aquarium goed berekenen? 
 
(bijvoorbeeld, welk percentage van deze kinderen kan naar uw inschatting het goede 
antwoord geven wanneer hen gevraagd wordt hoeveel liter er in een aquarium van 1,5 m bij 
0,6 m bij 0,4 m past?) 
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5. Welk percentage van de kinderen die uw school na groep 8 verlaten kan, naar uw 
inschatting, de volgende zin foutloos spellen? 
 
“Hoe word je van een uitgebrande manager tot een filantropische weldoener?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Wat is de gemiddelde Citotoets score van uw school bij de laatste afname? (NB. 
Vertrouwelijkheid van de verstrekte gegevens wordt door de onderzoekers gegarandeerd) 
Citoscore     Of 

0 Geen Citotoets afgenomen 
0 Wenst niet op te geven 

 
 
De volgende vragen gaan over uw inschatting van de tijdsbesteding in de lessen. Niet alle 
lestijd hoeft onder een van de onderstaande vragen te vallen. Soms kan een uur bij meerdere 
vragen worden geteld. Het totaal hoeft dus niet gelijk te zijn aan het totaal aantal lesuren in 
een week. Bij scholen waar kinderen hun tijd zelf kunnen indelen gaat het om de geschatte 
gemiddelde besteding per kind. 
 
7. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd van groep 7 gemiddeld besteed aan lezen 
en taal? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
8. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd van groep 7 gemiddeld besteed aan 
rekenen? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
9. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd van groep 7 gemiddeld besteed aan 
oriëntatie op de wereld? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
10. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd van groep 7 gemiddeld besteed aan 
burgerschap en integratie? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
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11. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd van groep 7 gemiddeld besteed aan 
waarden en normen in de samenleving? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
12. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd van groep 7 gemiddeld besteed aan 
sociale vaardigheden? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
 
13. Je hoort de laatste tijd steeds vaker dat in maatschappelijke discussies de oplossing voor 
problemen wordt gezocht in het lesprogramma van basisscholen. In bijvoorbeeld het debat 
over klimaatverandering wordt als oplossing aangedragen dat er op de basisschool aandacht 
zou moeten worden besteed aan het zuinig omgaan met energie. 
 
Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd van groep 7 gemiddeld besteed aan de 
effecten van dat soort discussies? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
 
14. Indien u naar aanleiding van de eerdere vragen, of anderszins, nog opmerkingen en / of 
aanvullingen heeft, dan kunt u deze hieronder invullen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Als laatste zouden we u willen vragen of we het lesrooster of de lessentabel van uw school, of 
van groep 7 in het bijzonder zouden kunnen ontvangen voor nadere analyse. U kunt deze 
hieronder uploaden: 
 
Klik hier om het bestand up de loaden 
 
(mocht het uploaden niet lukken, dan kunt u het lesrooster of de lessentabel ook per mail 
sturen naar s.c.steenman@uu.nl) 
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Hartelijk dank voor uw medewerking aan dit onderzoek. Als u de resultaten van het 
onderzoek wilt ontvangen, dan kunt u hieronder uw adres of e−mail adres invullen. We zullen 
u dan na afronding van het onderzoek een korte rapportage toesturen. 
 
E−mail adres: 
 
Of vul voor toezending van de rapportage per post onderstaande gegevens in gegevens 
 
Naam 
Ter attentie van 
Adres 
Postcode 
Woonplaats 
 
 
2.  Flemish survey 
 
Hartelijk bedankt voor uw interesse in dit onderzoek. Uw antwoorden worden strikt 
vertrouwelijk behandeld, op geen enkele manier zullen de resultaten van een of slechts enkele 
scholen openbaar worden gemaakt. Er wordt alleen gerapporteerd over een grotere groep 
scholen of alle scholen die aan de enquête hebben meegewerkt.  
 
Hoewel de enquête weinig tijd in beslag zal nemen kunt u het invullen op elk moment 
onderbreken en later, door opnieuw de link in het mailbericht te gebruiken, doorgaan met het 
beantwoorden.  
 
Indien u prijs stelt op het ontvangen van de eindrapportage, dan kunt u aan het einde van de 
enquête aangeven hoe u deze wilt ontvangen. 
 
Klik hieronder om de vragenlijst te starten 
 
Allereerst kort enkele vragen over uw school. 
 
1. Behoort uw school tot het officiële of tot het vrije net? 

0 Officiële net − gemeenschapsonderwijs 
0 Officiële net − gesubsidieerd officieel onderwijs 
0 Vrije net 
 

2. Is uw school een instelling voor buitengewoon onderwijs (BLO/BuO/BuBo)?? 
0 ja, buitengewoon onderwijs 
0 nee, geen buitengewoon onderwijs 
 

3. Welk percentage van de lestijd het 5de leerjaar wordt naar uw inschatting op een frontale 
manier lesgegeven? 
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4. Welk percentage van de kinderen die uw school na het 6de leerjaar verlaten kan, naar uw 
inschatting, de inhoud van een aquarium goed berekenen? 
 
(bijvoorbeeld, welk percentage van deze kinderen kan naar uw inschatting het goede 
antwoord geven wanneer hen gevraagd wordt hoeveel liter er in een aquarium van 1,5 m bij 
0,6 m bij 0,4 m past?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Welk percentage van de kinderen die uw school na het 6de leerjaar verlaten kan, naar uw 
inschatting, de volgende zin foutloos spellen? 
 
“Hoe word je van een uitgebrande manager tot een filantropische weldoener?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
De volgende vragen gaan over uw inschatting van de tijdsbesteding in de lessen. Niet alle 
lestijd hoeft onder een van de onderstaande vragen te vallen. Soms kan een uur bij meerdere 
vragen worden geteld. Het totaal hoeft dus niet gelijk te zijn aan het totaal aantal lesuren in 
een week. Bij scholen waar kinderen hun tijd zelf kunnen indelen gaat het om de geschatte 
gemiddelde besteding per kind. 
 
6. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd in het 5de leerjaar gemiddeld besteed aan 
lezen en taal? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
7. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd in het 5de leerjaar gemiddeld besteed aan 
rekenen? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
8. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd in het 5de leerjaar gemiddeld besteed aan 
oriëntatie op de wereld? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
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9. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd in het 5de leerjaar gemiddeld besteed aan 
burgerschap en integratie? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
10. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd in het 5de leerjaar gemiddeld besteed 
aan waarden en normen in de samenleving? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
11. Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd in het 5de leerjaar gemiddeld besteed 
aan sociale vaardigheden? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
 
12. Je hoort de laatste tijd steeds vaker dat in maatschappelijke discussies de oplossing voor 
problemen wordt gezocht in het lesprogramma van basisscholen. In bijvoorbeeld het debat 
over klimaatverandering wordt als oplossing aangedragen dat er op de basisschool aandacht 
zou moeten worden besteed aan het zuinig omgaan met energie. 
 
Hoeveel uur per week wordt in de normale lestijd in het 5de leerjaar gemiddeld besteed aan de 
effecten van dat soort discussies? 
 
Uur   Minuten 
 
 
 
 
13. Indien u naar aanleiding van de eerdere vragen, of anderszins, nog opmerkingen en / of 
aanvullingen heeft, dan kunt u deze hieronder invullen. 
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Als laatste zouden we u willen vragen of we het lesrooster of de lessentabel van uw school, of 
van het 5de leerjaar in het bijzonder zouden kunnen ontvangen voor nadere analyse. U kunt 
deze hieronder uploaden: 
 
Klik hier om het bestand up de loaden 
 
(mocht het uploaden niet lukken, dan kunt u het lesrooster of de lessentabel ook per mail 
sturen naar s.c.steenman@uu.nl) 
 
Hartelijk dank voor uw medewerking aan dit onderzoek. Als u de resultaten van het 
onderzoek wilt ontvangen, dan kunt u hieronder uw adres of e−mail adres invullen. We zullen 
u dan na afronding van het onderzoek een korte rapportage toesturen. 
 
E−mail adres: 
 
Of vul voor toezending van de rapportage per post onderstaande gegevens in gegevens 
 
Naam 
Ter attentie van 
Adres 
Postcode 
Woonplaats 
 



Appendices 

103 

 

C. Quotes in Dutch 
 

1. Laten we a.u.b. ophouden met alles (burgerschap enz.) te vertalen in lestijd en laat 
scholen zich bezig houden met waar ze voor bested zijn geode reken-, lees-, en 
taalvaardigheden bijbrengen. (Dutch respondent 27535) 

2. De maatschappelijke druk neemt inderdaad toe om zoals aangehaald in punt 12 alle 
breed maatschappelijke problemen te gaan oplossen vanuit de aanpak in de lagere 
school. Dat lijkt voor de hand liggend, maar op de werkvloer beseft men zeer goed dat 
wanneer hieraan tijd moet besteed worden, dat ten koste van andere vaardigheden 
en/of leerinhouden gaat. Overheden denken al te vaak in termen van departementen, 
werkgroepen, comité’s en commissies. Wanneer enkele keren per week 10 minuutjes 
aan dit of dat moet besteed worden (want dat is toch niet veel gevraagd…) kan de som 
van die dingen aardig oplopen. Het is dan m.i. ook de taak van het lokale schoolbeleid 
om hier een bufferfunctie te vervullen. (Flemish respondent 29144) 

3. We moeten weer terug naar oefenen, trainen en uit het hoofd leren. De digitale wereld 
zorgt voor vluchtige kennis, niet diepgaand, oppervlakkig. (Dutch respondent 22925) 

4. Sociale vaardigheden en normen en waarden vinden we eigenlijk de ganse dag en 
naargelang de noodwendigheid terug in alle verschillende domeinen. (Flemish 
respondent 28125) 

5. Zou het kunnen zijn, dat wij weer beter scoren op dat wat niet internationaal wordt 
getoetst en wel waardevol is? Wij vinden het belangrijk om kinderen ook te leren hoe 
ze onderdeel van onze samenleving kunnen zijn. (Dutch respondent e-mail message) 

6. Dit onderzoek pas in de regressie die momenteel overal zichtbaar is. (Dutch 
respondent 25096) 

7. Dit is het 24e onderzoek binnen een week waaraan ik medewerking geacht wordt te 
verlenen. Ook ik moet keuzes maken en het spijt me maar dat betekent nu even geen 
enquêtes invullen. (Dutch respondent e-mail message) 

8. Wat u in uw bericht geletterdheid en genummerdheid noemt zijn niet de enige dingen 
die belangrijk zijn voor een school om aan haar kinderen te leren. (Dutch respondent 
e-mail message) 

9. Ja…uw onderzoek gaat bewijzen wat u al dacht. Zoals de meeste van dit soort 
goedbedoelde onderzoeken. Nederlandse scholen besteden minder aandacht aan 
rekenen en taal. Maar dat zegt niets over wat er binnen de schoolmuren gebeurd. 
(Dutch respondent 25096) 
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D Tables national curricula 
 
Terms in Flemish national curriculum: 
 

 Total Total %  Attitudes Attitudes 
% 

Non-
attitutes 

Non-
attitutes % 

Dutch 41 15,24 % 7 12,73 % 34 15,89 % 
Math 55 20,45 % 5 9,09 % 50 23,36 % 
Physical ed. 45 16,73 % 12 21,81 % 33 15,42 % 
World or. 82 30,48 % 15 27,27 % 67 31,31 % 
Creative de. 34 12,64 % 12 21,81 % 22 10,28 % 
French 12 4,46 % 4 7,27 % 8 3,74 % 
Total 269 100 % 55 99,98 % 214 100 % 
 
 
Goals in Dutch national curriculum: 
 

 Goals Goals % 
Dutch 12 23,08 % 
Math 11 21,15 % 
Physical ed. 2 3,85 % 
World or. 20 30,46 % 
Creative de. 3 5,77 % 
English 4 7,69 % 
Total 52 100 % 
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