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Preface

Every year, we assess the state of education as
established in Article 23, Section 8 of the Constitution.
We gather facts and figures, we show perennial
developments and results, and we point out connections
and causes.
In the process of finishing the State of Education 2020,
however, the Netherlands too has been unexpectedly
struck by the corona crisis. A pandemic with far-reaching
consequences for our country and our education. At the
moment, most pupils and students receive some form
of distance learning, and the obligation to take final
tests in primary education and national examinations
in secondary education has been cancelled. Teachers,
school leaders and governing bodies do their utmost
to provide good education to their pupils and students
as far as possible. In short, all involved in education are
extremely busy performing their core tasks in almost
impossible circumstances.

with special needs and on questions concerning the
organization and control of the educational system
as a whole.
At a later stage we would like to discuss the meaning of
the developments with our educational partners, as well
as how this knowledge can be put into use effectively.
And we would like to collectively look ahead at the future
when the situation is normalized to a certain extent.
Meanwhile, we bid all stakeholders in and around the
educational field to stay strong.

Monique Vogelzang
Inspector-General of Education

It does therefore not seem apt to discuss the effect
this publication has on education in general. That is
why we now present factual information, as opposed to
the usual interpretation we have given in the preface in
previous years.
In the State of Education 2020 we report on the
functioning of the educational system in the past year.
In doing this, we look at the core functions of education:
Allocation: training students to succeed in the labour
market; Socialization: promoting the social and
societal development of students; Selection and equal
opportunities: selecting and placing pupils and students
in an appropriate educational environment, so that they
have the best chances to obtain suitable qualifications
by following the right type of schooling, curriculum and
educational process; and Qualification: transmitting
knowledge and skills.
In addition, the State of Education 2020 elaborates on
discrepancies in achievements that schools with similar
pupil populations realize, on the education for pupils

Esther Deursen
Acting Inspector-General of Education
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1.1	The state of Dutch
education
1.1.1 The core tasks of education
Our education system has a number of core tasks. These
core tasks may be allocated in various different ways
(also see Education Council, 2016; Van de Werfhorst,
Elffers and Karsten, 2016). In the State of Education, we
provide an annual overview of the current situation with
respect to the following four core tasks.
• Allocation: training students to succeed in the labour
market;
• Socialization: promoting the social and societal
development of students;
• Selection and equal opportunities: selecting and
placing pupils and students in an appropriate
educational environment, so that they have the best
chance to obtain suitable qualifications by following
the right type of schooling, curriculum and educational
process;
• Qualification: transmitting knowledge and skills.

1.1.2 Training students to succeed in the labour
market (allocation)
Most young people succeed in the labour market • One
key task for our education system is to train young people
for a suitable role in the labour market. This enables
them to function independently in society. For many of
the young people who graduate from senior secondary
vocational education (MBO), higher professional
education (HBO) or university education (WO), this
transition is successful. One year after finishing their final
year of schooling, 85 percent of these young people are
employed or self-employed. For 79 percent of school
leavers who pass their final exam, their work corresponds
with the level of education they have completed (ROA,
2019). Around two-thirds of graduates would choose the
same educational programme again.
Early school leavers are finding employment more
often, too • Among young people who drop out of
education early without achieving any qualifications, the
chance of finding employment has also risen, just as it has

among those who leave school with qualifications. This
group is defined as young people who leave education
before the age of 23 without a diploma at the level of
at least HAVO, VWO or MBO 2. In 2014, their chance of
finding immediate employment upon leaving education
was 26 percent, while in 2018 it was 39 percent. Young
people without any qualifications who participated in
an entrance programme are also more likely to find
employment. However, the employment prospects
for these groups still lag behind those who have
qualifications. It is also likely that these groups will be the
first to be laid off in the event of problems in the labour
market. Without qualifications, they are also less likely
to find a new job, which means they remain vulnerable in
the long term.
Better employment prospects likely to account for
increase in drop-out rate • The number of those dropping
out of education has increased over the past two years,
both in MBO and in secondary education. In the 2017-2018
academic year, 5.1 percent of students left MBO without
graduating, 0.5 percent left secondary education without
graduating and over 10 percent left general secondary
education for adults (VAVO) without graduating. The
current favourable employment market is one plausible
explanation for the increase in the number of early school
leavers. In almost all labour market regions, the number of
early school leavers and employment opportunities have
both increased (UVW, 2018).
Employment prospects for vulnerable pupils and
students remain a challenge • Employment prospects
for certain groups of pupils and students remain limited,
despite today’s favourable labour market. This includes
pupils and students in special secondary education (VSO),
practical education and entrance programmes. Within
VSO, there is a specific learning route for pupils who wish
to train for a place in the labour market, sometimes in a
sheltered workplace (labour market destination profile).
Only 25.8 percent of those leaving in 2017-2018 found
employment within one year. Entrance programmes
provide students with an opportunity to move towards
employment, even without a basic qualification. Among
9
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those students who leave the entrance programme,
50 percent go on to find employment within one year.
Labour market opportunities are also relatively limited
for students leaving practical education. Around 15
percent find employment within one year of leaving.
More than half choose to continue in advanced
programmes.
Students with a non-Western migrant background
are less likely to find employment • The rising
educational level of students with a non-Western
migrant background (see Sections 3 to 6) is not reflected
in the labour market. Students with a non-Western
migrant background are more likely to be jobless one
year after leaving education than other groups. This
remains the case five years after leaving education. The
difference in the employment rate between students
with and without a migrant background is larger among
MBO graduates than it is among graduates of HBO and
university education. For MBO graduates, the difference
is between 8 and 10 percent, and for HBO and university
graduates it is about 6 percent. After five years, the

10

difference among university graduates decreases
further, but it actually increases among HBO and MBO
graduates. There are no differences in the hourly wage
earned by school leavers with and without a migrant
background.
Men enjoy better employment opportunities despite
lower levels of academic success • Young men are more
likely than young women to leave the education system
with no basic qualification, to achieve lower levels of
academic success and to take longer to complete their
studies, and they are less likely to enrol in an advanced
educational programme. However, the picture in the
labour market is very different (Figure 1). One year after
leaving education, men are more likely to be employed
and earn a higher hourly wage than women with the
same level of education. For example, for men with an
MBO level 1 or 2 diploma, the likelihood of being
employed is 12.5 percentage points higher than for
women. The hourly wage they earn is 4 percentage points
higher. It is only among HBO and university graduates
that there are no major differences in employment rates

and hourly wages between men and women, one year
after leaving education. After five years there are
differences, however. Among HBO and university
graduates too, men are more likely to be employed and
to be earning a higher hourly wage.
Emancipation paradox has multiple causes • The
contradiction between women’s better performance
in the education system and their lower employment
rates has several causes. Women are more likely to
work in areas that pay lower wages than men, are more
likely to work part-time and or to stay at home with the
children. They often make these choices early in life,
mainly due to the examples and expectations of others,
such as their parents (Merens & Bucx, 2018). Employers
sometimes have prejudices and traditional expectations
too, as a result of which (young) women are less likely
to be employed and promoted (Merens & Bucx, 2018;
Van Breeschoten, 2019). Finally, inadequate careers
information from educational programmes can also play
a role. Educational programmes could focus more on the
future employment conditions of jobs, the importance

of economic independence and the division of being
employed and taking care of the children (SCP, 2018).
Employment opportunities and wages vary depending
on level of education achieved • There are differences in
the employment opportunities and expected hourly
wages, which are linked to the level of education
achieved. In general, employment opportunities for HBO
and university graduates are similar, but the wages of
university graduates are higher. HBO graduates have
better employment opportunities and higher wages than
MBO graduates (Figure 2). Students who leave HBO or
university education with only a secondary education
diploma are less likely to find employment than, for
example, MBO level 2 graduates. Those who have left
university education without a qualification and are in
paid employment earn an hourly wage that is similar to
that of MBO level 4 graduates. Students leaving HBO
without a qualification earn less than MBO level 4
graduates on average. These differences are still in
evidence five years after leaving education. Employment
opportunities for students with an MBO level 2 diploma
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and sometimes also with an MBO level 3 diploma are
significantly lower than those of students graduating
from MBO level 4. In some fields, employment
opportunities for graduates of MBO level 2 are similar to
the prospects of those without qualifications. It is
interesting to note that sometimes there are major
differences in employment opportunities and hourly
wages between educational programmes with an
equivalent academic level. Some MBO level 4
programmes have a starting salary that is comparable to
the average starting salary for university graduates
(Inspectorate of Education, 2019).

1.1.3 Socialization
Limited insight into how schools contribute to pupils’
social and civic skills • Education plays a significant role
in shaping our young people. Pupils develop in all sorts
of different ways and schools can make an important
contribution to their personal development. The teaching
of civic and socio-emotional skills is an important element,
as is promoting pupils’ autonomy and independence.
This helps to equip young people for success throughout
the rest of their lives. Social cohesion and being able to
live together with others are important aspects of this.
However, at present little is known about the results
achieved with respect to social and civic skills. At the
system level, our insight into the outcomes achieved is
patchy, at best, and at the school level there is usually little
or no knowledge of what results are being achieved.
Citizenship skills require more attention and clarity •
Interacting with others and participating in society play
an important role in the acquisition of civic competencies.
Equipping young people to participate in our open,
free and democratic society and promoting the values
that they will need to survive and succeed in it are the
central elements in this. Within our education system,
this area is known as citizenship skills. The inspectorate
has been pointing out for some time that schools need
to focus on this task more. The legislative proposal that
clarifies schools’ role in promoting citizenship skills,
in combination with innovations in the curriculum,
emphasizes this aspect of education and is designed
to inform teachers and school leaders about how to
interpret their role in this area. Recent discussions
around what this task means and the requirements that
may be imposed on schools emphasize the importance
of this. The inspectorate points out the importance of
formulating clear expectations, so that schools and
society know what is expected of schools and what they
should do, if necessary.
Effective education in citizenship • A safe and open
school environment (e.g. Isac, Maslowski, Creemers &
12

Van der Werf, 2014) and opportunities for discussion in
the classroom (e.g. Isac & Van der Werf, 2011; Dijkstra &
Nieuwelink, 2018) have a positive impact on pupils’ social
and civic skills. These skills also benefit from factors
such as a vision on citizenship education that has been
developed by the school, specific learning objectives
for citizenship education and regularly focusing on
citizenship themes. At schools that do focus on education
in citizenship, the differences in the citizenship skills
of pupils from different social background are smaller
(e.g. Neundorf, Niemi & Smets, 2016; Wanders, Dijkstra,
Maslowski & Van der Veen, 2019). Education in citizenship
can therefore be of help to pupils who are less likely to
receive this kind of guidance at home. It is quite possible
to assess pupils’ citizenship skills (Coopmans, Dijkstra
& Hoek, 2019), yet few schools do so. As a result, it is
often unclear for both the school and for other interested
parties what pupils have learned and whether this meets
the relevant expectations. It also means that schools
have no insight into the effectiveness of their education
in citizenship. As a result, opportunities for improving
quality are missed. This point merits particular attention
because the results of education in citizenship in the
Netherlands fall below expectations (Munniksma et al.,
2017).
A safe environment and school climate • A safe and
open environment within a school not only contributes
to the promotion of citizenship skills, but is also an
important requirement for core educational processes.
For several years already, schools have had a statutory
duty of care with respect to the social safety of their
pupils while they are at school. An important aspect
of this is that schools annually monitor their pupils’
perceptions of safety. Over three-quarters (77 percent)
of primary schools meet the requirement for a good
safety policy. The same is true of 83 percent of schools
in secondary education. According to national data, 97
percent of primary and secondary school pupils feel safe
(Nelen et al., 2018). However, many schools also have
pupils who face (persistent) bullying and feel unsafe at
school. In primary education this affects 1 in 10 pupils,
and in secondary education 5 percent of the pupils say
they are bullied. The inspectorate ensures that schools
monitor this and, if this is not the case, raises this issue
with the schools concerned. The inspectorate also does
this when the results of monitoring demand changes to
the schools’ safety policy, but the schools fail to make
such changes.
Fundamental values of the democratic constitutional
state • Freedom of education, as enshrined in Article
23 of the Constitution, gives schools the freedom to
provide education on the basis of their own beliefs
or philosophies. This freedom is part of our open and

diverse society, but it also has its limits. These are set
by legislation and regulations, such as core objectives
and the requirement to teach citizenship skills, whereby
the basic values of the democratic constitutional state
play a central role, such as equality and the rejection of
discrimination. The debate about a teaching method
in Islamic primary schools regarding sexual diversity
and interaction between boys and girls prompted
the inspectorate to investigate how schools interpret
subjects in areas where their philosophy may differ
significantly from the prevailing views in society as
a whole. To do this, approximately 80 governmentfunded and non-government-funded schools from
across almost all sectors and directions were studied.
The study shows that in areas such as sexual diversity,
the desired mode of interaction between boys and girls
and the respective roles of men and women, or the
relationship between religious principles and prevailing
views in society, schools take advantage of the freedom
of education that they have. The inspectorate found
that schools largely remain within the limits of the law.
The inspectorate also found that there was hardly any
conflict with basic societal values in any of the school
studied. The same goes for methods that schools use.
Sometimes, however, the views and ideas presented
may contradict with the prevailing views in society
(Inspectorate of Education, 2020).
Promotion of core values is unsatisfactory • However,
the results achieved are not satisfactory. Sometimes
there is little or no active promotion of the core values
of the democratic constitutional state. This sometimes
applies to classroom teaching, but sometimes also to the
methods applied by the school. The active promotion
of basic values is important in all schools. This certainly
applies to schools where pupils overstep the mark or
where pupils may misunderstand the views that the
school communicates to them. Although these schools
continue to meet the relevant legal standards, this area
still requires attention. The core of schools’ obligation
to teach citizenship skills is that schools must promote
values that facilitate our free and democratic society.
Our educational system gives schools the freedom to
teach their own values too, but this is only possible
if there is also room for people who live differently,
think differently or hold different beliefs. Promoting
the core values of the democratic constitutional state
also requires schools to actively address the values of
tolerance, equality and autonomy. In cases where this
was not being done adequately, the inspectorate made
recommendations for improvements and, in some cases,
issued binding guidelines for improvement. This was the
case in situations where pupils’ acquisition of core values
was in jeopardy, but the school was not focusing on this
(Inspectorate of Education, 2020).

1.1.4 Selection and equal opportunities
Selection and equal access to suitable education
Increase in number of multiple recommendations • The
recommendations issued by primary schools regarding
which type of secondary education their pupils should
attend were comparable to previous years. Around
three-quarters of pupils are initially advised to attend
mixed/theoretical education at a VMBO school or above.
As in previous years, the children of parents with an
educational level of MBO level 2 or below were mainly
advised to attend VMBO, while the children of parents
with an HBO Master’s degree or university education
were mainly advised to attend HAVO or VWO. The share
of multiple initial recommendations rose to 28 percent
in 2019. In 2015, 16 percent of pupils received such a
recommendation.
Placement of year 3 pupils stable • Since the
introduction of the National Final Test in 2015, more and
more pupils in secondary education have been placed at
the level of the recommendation issued by their primary
school. This trend stabilized in 2018-2019. The proportion
of pupils in year 3 attending a school that was an entire
school type lower than the recommendation issued by
their primary school increased slightly (12.7 percent),
while the proportion of pupils who were a level higher
decreased (11 percent). These increases and decreases
apply mainly to pupils advised to attend HAVO and to
pupils whose recommendation was revised by their
primary school (see Section 3).
Higher levels of diplomas achieved • Every year,
200,000 students leave the education system for the first
time. Most of them leave with a diploma, more and more
of which are MBO level 4 diplomas or HBO diplomas,
with fewer MBO level 1 or 2 diplomas (see Figure 3). The
average level of diplomas achieved is therefore rising. In
addition to better placement in secondary education, the
level of diplomas achieved has also been rising because
in recent years more pupils and students have been able
to build on the diploma that they achieve initially, and
more pupils in special secondary education are given
the opportunity to obtain a diploma (up from 3,100 in
2013 to around 4,800 in 2019). However, in 2018-2019
there appeared to be a decrease in precisely these two
groups. It is therefore doubtful whether the rise in the
level of diplomas achieved will continue in the future.
The proportion of school leavers with a university degree
has remained stable over the past five years. From an
international perspective, our young people achieve a
high level of education; the share of highly educated
people in the Netherlands is higher than the European
average (CBS, DUO & OCW, 2019).
13
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Higher drop-out rates but also more students
returning to education • The share of those leaving
school early has risen over the past two years, but some
of those who leave prematurely later return to education.
More than 40 percent of those who dropped out of
education in 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 returned to
education within two or three years. Almost 40 percent of
them managed to achieve a basic qualification. A quarter
of them dropped out of education for a second time. The
rest is still in education.
Some young people leave education without a
(vocational) diploma • After the 2016-2017 academic
year, 8 percent of school leavers left education with
no diploma at all. Half of these young people were in
special secondary education or practical education.
A further 6 percent left education with only a VMBO
diploma and a further 8 percent with only a HAVO or
VWO diploma. In total, as in previous years, 22 percent
of pupils and students left education at the end of the
2016-2017 academic year without a diploma or with only
a secondary education diploma. That is almost 45,000
young people. These young people had not (yet) returned
to education in the 2018-2019 academic year.
One in eight of those leaving HBO have only a
secondary education diploma • A large proportion of
young people who leave education with only a HAVO or
14

VWO diploma begin an MBO or HBO programme, but
then leave without completing it. More than a quarter of
HBO students drop out of education without obtaining
a HBO diploma. Half of these have previously obtained
an MBO level 4 diploma, but the other half only have a
HAVO or VWO diploma. One in eight of those leaving HBO
(approx. 8,500 per year) therefore only hold a secondary
education diploma from HAVO or VWO.
Drop-out rate in university education • Some students
also quit university with only a secondary education
diploma. This number is stable at 5 percent. A growing
number of students quit after obtaining a Bachelor’s
degree or drop out during the Master’s programme: in
2012-2013 this was almost 13 percent, and in 2016-2017 it
was more than 15 percent.
Those who drop out make slower progress in their
career • Just like those who drop out of secondary
education, young people who leave higher education
prematurely have often experienced difficulties in their
studies previously. Students who drop out of HBO with
only a HAVO diploma are often boys who previously
completed secondary education later than average, for
example. They may have had to repeat a year during
secondary education, or have moved from VWO or the
mixed/theoretical programme in VMBO. Pupils who have
had to repeat two years of HAVO or who have changed

schools in combination with repeating a year are twice
as likely to drop out of HBO compared with those who
complete HAVO within 5 years.

Equal opportunities
Differences in primary school recommendations
stabilize • For the first time in 2017-2018 (Inspectorate
of Education, 2019), there was a stabilization in the
differences in the recommendations issued by primary
schools at the end of primary education for pupils with
comparable levels of ability but whose parents have a
higher or lower level of education. This tendency remained
unchanged in the 2018-2019 academic year. The figures are
not entirely comparable, however, because an increasing
number of pupils no longer take the National Final Test
of the Board of Tests and Examinations (CvTE). But also
among pupils who take the ROUTE 8 test by A-Vision, the
differences in the recommendations issued to pupils who
performed at a comparable level did not increase.
Different levels of success at school for different pupil
groups • The level of education of children’s parents
is an important predictor of their success in primary
education. The proportion of pupils who have to repeat
a year in primary education (12.8 percent) is falling, while
the number of pupils who are allowed to skip a year (12.1
percent) is increasing. The children of parents with an
educational level of MBO level 2 or lower are more likely
to fall behind than other pupils. This is especially true for
pupils from a non-migrant background. The number of
pupils who have to repeat a year in secondary education
is increasing, especially among pupils from a non-migrant
background. In year 4 of HAVO, over 15 percent of pupils
need to repeat a year, while in VWO year 5 this figure is
just under 11 percent.
Success in secondary education varies according to
parents’ educational level • As in previous years (see,
for example, Inspectorate of Education, 2016) the school
performance of secondary school pupils varied according
to the educational level of the parents. Children whose
parents have an academic level of education were less
likely to have to repeat a year, more likely to be placed
higher and more likely to complete a higher level of
secondary education. Children whose parents have an
academic level of education and who graduate from
VMBO mixed/theoretical education have a 25 percent
chance of proceeding to HAVO. For pupils whose parents
have completed MBO-level education, this chance is
around 13 percent. This difference has been stable over
the past four years.
Differences in MBO placement between different
student groups • More and more students in MBO are

achieving a level that matches the VMBO diploma that they
had previously obtained. Over 80 percent of students with
a VMBO diploma in 2012-2013 entered MBO at level 3 or 4.
By 2017-2018, this number had risen to over 90 percent.
Graduates from VMBO mixed/theoretical education are
increasingly entering MBO at level 4. Children whose
parents are HBO or university-educated with an equivalent
VMBO diploma are more likely to end up in MBO level 3 or
4 than pupils whose parents have a diploma at or lower
than MBO level. MBO programmes place more female
students at a level above the level expected based on
their previous education than they do male students.
Similarly, males are more likely to be placed below the
expected level (13.7 percent) than females (7.5 percent).
Students with a second-generation non-Western migrant
background are placed at the expected level relatively
often, while students from a first-generation non-Western
migrant background (including newcomers) enter below
the expected level more often.
Students whose parents have a lower level of
education are less likely to continue in education
after graduating • Students whose parents have an
educational level of MBO or below are less likely to
continue studying after obtaining an MBO level 3 diploma
than students whose parents have a higher level of
education. Students whose parents are educated to HBO
or university level are also more likely to progress from
MBO level 4 to HBO and from HBO to university.

Boys and girls
Boys are more likely to fall behind than girls • In primary
school, boys are more likely to fall behind than girls, and
they are also more likely to be referred to special (primary)
education. At the end of primary education, girls achieve
higher test scores, particularly in the areas of reading and
language. Boys are also advised to attend a slightly lower
level of secondary education, on average, and they are
more likely to attend special education.
Girls do better than boys in secondary education • In
secondary education, boys are more likely to move down
a level than girls, are more likely to have to repeat a year
and achieve worse exam results. These differences have
widened in recent years. The difference in reading skills
remains the same (Gubbels et al., 2019); girls score higher
on reading comprehension, but performance among both
boys and girls is declining. Dutch girls are now performing
at the same level as girls in other OECD countries, while
boys are performing below the level of boys in other OECD
countries. Boys and girls are now performing equally well
in mathematics. Until recently, boys had outperformed
girls in this area. For the first time, 15-year-old girls are
outperforming boys in natural sciences.
15
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More male students in lower levels of MBO • Slightly
more males than females attend MBO: about 52 percent
of MBO students are male and 48 percent are female.
Males are over-represented in levels 1 and 2. Over
60 percent of students at these levels are male. Male
students are also slightly in the majority in level 3 of MBO.
Within MBO level 4, there are more females, who make
up 52 percent of students.
Female students achieve better results • More males
leave education without a basic qualification than
females. Two out of three students who drop out are
now male. Increasingly, we also see that male students
achieve lower results, are less likely to continue to further
education and need more time to complete their studies.

Pupils from a non-Western migrant background
Rising level of education among pupils from a
non-Western migrant background • Pupils from a
non-Western migrant background are increasingly
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attending the type of secondary education that is
recommended by their primary schools, and they are
enrolled in higher levels of education than five years
ago. The number enrolled in VWO remains limited,
however. Within MBO, the placement of students from
a non-Western migrant background is increasingly
matching their level of previous education. The number
of these students (second generation) who obtain their
diploma has increased in recent years. The proportion of
students from a non-Western migrant background who
drop out of education remains high, but is falling. The
picture in higher education is also positive. As is the case
among other students, the number of students from a
non-Western migrant background in higher education
continues to grow, in both relative and absolute
terms. Although in terms of achieving their diploma
these students still do less well than students from a
non-migrant background or from a Western migrant
background, the gap is closing with respect to university
Bachelor’s degrees, especially among students from a
second-generation non-Western migrant background.

1.1.5 Knowledge and skills (qualification)
Knowledge and skills levels in an international context
• In the State of Education 2018 (Inspectorate of
Education, 2018), we discussed the long-term decline in
pupil performance. This trend has continued (OECD,
2019). For many years, 15-year-old pupils in the
Netherlands performed well in mathematics and natural
sciences in international terms, but in 2015 their
performance fell in relation to other countries and also
compared to previous years in the Netherlands. In 2018,
the results for these subjects are the same as in 2015, but
lower than in the past (Figure 4). Dutch pupils’ reading
skills were worse in 2018 than they were in 2015. For the
first time, Dutch pupils are performing below the EU
average on reading skills.
Pupil performance is stable in a national context • In
contrast to the decline in performance in international
terms, the average grades achieved by pupils in the
central examination in secondary education have

remained largely stable over the longer term (Figure 5).
This applies to all types of schools and across a range of
different subjects. Performance in primary education is
also relatively stable. In recent years, the inspectorate has
monitored pupils’ level of competence in various subjects
in primary education. For most subjects, such as physical
education, cultural education, nature and technology,
oral proficiency and English, pupils’ skills are stable or
have declined slightly.
Mixed picture in knowledge and skills levels •
Depending on how we look at the level of knowledge
and skills among pupils and students, we see a different
picture (Steur Commission, 2019). International
comparisons reveal a picture of declining pupil
performance, while national measurements, such as
the final examination, are generally stable. The first
explanation for this is that the different tests focus
on different skills. The question we need to ask here
is which skills are important, and whether these are
sufficiently secured in our curriculum and through our
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system of examinations. It is possible that skills which are
less prominent within the curriculum and examination
system receive less attention. Our inspectors recognize
this picture in the schools that they visit. The central
examination occupies an important place in both regular
education and (additional) tuition. Lessons focus on the
various components of the central examination, and
this leaves limited time to cover essential reading and
thinking skills such as evaluation and reflection. School
examinations, according to an inspectorate study of
testing and examinations, serve mainly to prepare pupils
for the central examination. ‘Teaching to the test’ may
also explain why pupils’ scores in national tests are
stable, even though they are performing less well in other
areas. Finally, pupils’ level of motivation can also play a
role. The motivation of Dutch pupils is low until they need
to take a test that could affect the rest of their education
and/or their opportunities in the labour market.
Rise in illiteracy • The number of pupils who have
difficulty reading is growing. The OECD considers 24
percent of Dutch 15-year-olds pupils to have such poor
literacy skills they are unable to participate in society
adequately (OECD, 2019). These pupils are unable to
extract the main message of a text or to make simple
connections with their general knowledge. In 2003, this
group represented 11 percent of pupils. The number of
pupils with excellent reading skills is also falling. Pupils
have particular difficulty evaluating and reflecting on
texts (OECD, 2019). One explanation for the decline
in reading skills is the lack of focus on this area in the
curriculum, particularly reflecting on texts (Gubbels et al.,
2019).
Motivation to read is declining • Reading for pleasure
is key to the development of reading skills: more reading
for pleasure leads to better reading skills (also see
van Steensel et al., 2016; de Naeghel et al., 2012). The
number of 15-year-old pupils who read for pleasure in the
Netherlands is the lowest of all countries (OECD, 2019).
This was already low in 2015, and it has now decreased
even further. With the exception of pupils in practical
education, reading for pleasure is declining across all
levels of secondary education. Around 60 percent of
pupils only read when they have to or if they need to
look up information. Some 40 percent think that reading
is a waste of time. One in three of all 15 year olds do not
consider themselves to be good readers.
Reading is a challenge across all sectors of education •
In years 5 and 6 of primary education, pupils’ motivation
to read is already low (Gubbels et al., 2017). Although
Dutch pupils can read just as well as their counterparts
in other countries on average, the number of pupils who
read at a high level dropped in 2016. However, because
18

the proportion of weak readers in primary education
is low, the overall level of reading skills has remained
stable. This indicates that in primary education the goal is
to ensure a general minimum level for all pupils, but that
more attention is needed when it comes to challenging
better readers to improve their reading skills further. The
basic level for all pupils is reflected in the proportion of
pupils who leave primary education with only the basic
level of reading skills: 98 percent of pupils. In 2019, the
share of pupils who achieved the target level of reading
was 78 percent. This percentage is higher than was
expected when defining the reference levels, but it also
means that 22 percent of pupils still require good support
in order to achieve the basic level required in secondary
education. This percentage is also close to the proportion
of 15 year olds (a quarter) who indicate that they have
always had difficulty reading (Gubbels et al., 2019). These
pupils need extra attention in secondary education in
order to reach the desired final attainment level for
VMBO and MBO levels 1, 2 and 3 (2F). Even for pupils who
have already achieved level 2F and enter HAVO or VWO,
it is by no means certain that they will achieve level 3F or
4F. Specific attention to reading skills in the curriculum
and a better connection between the various parts of the
education system are required in order to prepare pupils
adequately for participation in the labour market and in
society.

19

inspec to r at e o f ed u c at i o n | s tat e o f ed u c at i o n 2020

20

1.2	All students and pupils are
entitled to good education
All pupils and students are entitled to good education
that equips them as effectively as possible to achieve
good results in the education system and for an
appropriate place in society. On average, education in
the Netherlands is of a good standard and most pupils
receive an education that matches their capabilities and
level of aptitude. Nevertheless, we do see differences
within the system which can mean that some (groups
of) pupils receive less support or can access fewer
opportunities than others.

that may be relevant. The CPB (the Bureau for Economic
Policy Analysis in the Netherlands) confirms this picture
(CPB, 2019). Schools with more pupils from a relatively
favourable background (such as pupils with a higher than
average IQ, parents with a higher level of education and/
or more pupils from a non-migrant background) usually
achieve higher results than schools with more vulnerable
pupils. In order to interpret the differences that exist
between schools properly, it is therefore necessary to
take account of differences in the background of the
pupils at a particular school.

Trends in quality evaluation
More schools unsatisfactory or very poor • On 1
January 2020, more than 2 percent of schools in primary
and special (secondary) education were deemed
unsatisfactory or very poor. In secondary education, this
number was 2.5 percent. Across all three educational
sectors, more schools are unsatisfactory or very poor
this year than a year ago. These schools or departments
do not meet the statutory basic standards in terms
of basic quality requirements. Schools evaluated as
very poor achieve unsatisfactory results and show
crucial shortcomings in the educational process or the
environment within the school. On 1 January 2020,
38 primary schools, four schools in special (secondary)
education, 18 departments in secondary schools and two
MBO programmes were evaluated as very poor. For the
pupils who attend schools that are unsatisfactory or very
poor, it is vital that the quality of education is improved
as quickly as possible. The inspectorate supervises the
measures that are required to achieve this.

Differences between schools
Major differences between schools persist with
respect to performance • In 2017 (Inspectorate of
Education, 2017) we pointed out significant differences
between schools that serve comparable pupil
populations (Figure 6). These differences remain in
evidence in both primary and secondary education, even
when we take account of pupils’ origins, their parents’
level of education and any financial problems at home

The role of the teacher
The inspectorate has visited dozens of the best-performing
primary and secondary schools to gain a better
understanding of what makes schools stand out in terms
of performance and the opportunities they offer to pupils.
Interviews with pupils, teachers and school leaders have led
to the identification of a number of factors that can help to
explain the success of these schools. In this section, we focus
on the role of the teacher.

The atmosphere at the school and in the classroom
A positive environment at the school and in
the classroom • Teachers, school leaders and
pupils indicate that a positive environment in the
classroom, and the whole school, is a prerequisite
for learning. In particular, they cite aspects such as
the pupils’ sense of socio-emotional safety, as well
as that of teachers, as being vital to optimizing the
learning process. The foundation for this is good
interpersonal relations, equal treatment of all pupils,
and a focus on individual students and their socioemotional needs. It is also important that teachers
respond to the behaviour of individual pupils, and
promote group cohesion, positive peer effects and
good relations with their pupils.
A foundation of trust • To achieve constructive
relationships and build trust, teachers strive to
21
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build close and committed relationships, and they
demonstrate interest in their pupils, even outside
their own lessons. By building positive relationships,
teachers can take account of individual pupils better,
including any physical or emotional issues that they
may have. School trips and class outings are often
seen as good opportunities to get to know one
another better.
Clear rules • Clear rules contribute to a safe learning
environment; these include rules about mutual
interaction (such as how to address one another)
and classroom conduct (such as how to deal with
mistakes). Rules promote more positive behaviour
and routines, and thus lead to a calmer and more
orderly atmosphere. Particularly in primary
education, these rules are often written on the board
and teachers can hold all pupils to account - both
their own pupils and those of other teachers. Some
schools have a specific method for this, but this is not
always necessary.
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Setting goals and monitoring quality
Clear goals, continuous evaluation and
intervention where necessary • At the bestperforming schools, teachers set clear objectives by
formulating specific intermediate and final goals.
Pupil evaluation is continuous and intervention takes
place where necessary. The lessons in these schools
include many formative elements, which gives pupils
an insight into their progress. In this way, pupils can
take responsibility for their own learning. Pupils
indicate that this gives them confidence and peace
of mind. In the best-performing schools, there is a
considerable overlap between the goals and working
methods that school leaders and teachers apply;
quality assurance at the school level can then be
reflected in the classroom.
It is also important to set goals when providing
extra support • Often, it is not possible to determine
whether development goals, as described in the
development opportunities for each pupil, are being

achieved. It is important to set clear goals and to
evaluate pupils’ development.

material. Both teachers and pupils are the best judge
of the most suitable approach and when to do this.

Quality of instruction

A motivational attitude • Motivation to learn is an
important factor in the learning process. Teachers
can increase the motivation of their pupils in various
ways (Inspectorate of Education, 2019). Teachers
and pupils both indicate that teachers can motivate
pupils by communicating high expectations,
regularly giving their pupils new opportunities,
complimenting them, and discussing their approach
and attitude to work in the classroom.

Pupil involvement • Teachers indicate that pupil
involvement increases the effectiveness of their
teaching: pupils pay more attention, feel that the
material is relevant to their own lived experiences
and feel more sense of ownership within the learning
process. Most pupils prefer to be actively involved in
their learning process. According to teachers, this can
be done by encouraging pupils to ask questions, and
also by giving (visual) examples that pupils can relate
to on the basis of their own experiences, so that they
can see the relevance of what they are learning.
Responding to the needs of individual pupils •
Pupils say that a good explanation means that
the teacher responds to the learning needs of the
individual student. Some pupils will benefit from
reviewing and revising the material, possibly in a
smaller group or in some other way, while other
pupils benefit more from actively working with the

Divergence between institutions within higher
education • In higher education, too, there are differences
between institutions. When it comes to the likelihood of
dropping out and the chance of obtaining a degree or
diploma, it makes a difference which institution a student
attends. This can vary between similar educational
programmes at different institutions. For example, in
teacher training programmes, the probability of obtaining
a diploma within the nominal duration of the programme
+ 2 years varies between institutions (see Figure 7).
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And it also varies according to the prior education of
the students. There are teacher training institutions
where the chance of obtaining a diploma is about the
same for students who have completed either MBO or
HAVO. However, at other teacher training institutions,
the chances of success of these groups vary significantly,
with one group or the other being more likely to graduate
successfully. These kinds of differences between
institutions also exist when it comes to male and female
students and students from different ethnic backgrounds
(see also Section 6).
Giving pupils the opportunity to attend a higher level
of secondary education does not necessarily lead to
reduced academic success • When a pupil who has been
advised to attend a lower level of secondary education
is given the opportunity to attend a higher level, it is
often assumed that the chance of that pupil graduating
on time must be lower. However, research using data
on VWO from the National Cohort Study for Education
(NCO) shows that giving pupils this opportunity does not
necessarily lead to lower success rates. Schools differ
greatly in what pupils with comparable abilities go on to
achieve and how quickly they can achieve it; this can be
affected by making pupils repeat a year or allowing to
progress. Many secondary schools manage to score highly
on both aspects - giving opportunities to borderline pupils
and academic success. Schools that have mixed groups
in the first one or two years of secondary education are
more successful in this respect than schools that have
homogeneous groups (Bles et al., 2019).
Good results are associated with better monitoring
of pupils’ development • Schools that achieve better
results than might be expected on the basis of their
student population (the ‘good school’ effect) tend to
have a better understanding of the development of their
pupils than the average school. A good understanding of
pupil development means that the school systematically
collects and analyses information about pupils’
knowledge and skills. The goal is to ensure pupils’
smooth progression through their education. These
schools also tailor education to the different educational
needs of groups and individuals. They are well aware of
which pupils need extra support or an extra challenge,
and they intervene when pupils are in danger of falling
behind.

The role of the school leader
In our study of the best-performing schools in primary and
secondary education, we also examined the role of school
leaders and what effect they can have on the quality of
education.
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Quality assurance
School leaders with a varied skill set • School
leaders are good at providing leadership within
the school or educational programme, building
confidence, earning trust and managing teaching
teams. They are less good at anticipating risks and
dilemmas, resolving complex problems, using
internal or external data to improve the school,
reflecting on their own actions, ensuring a culture of
professionalism and interpreting the expectations of
stakeholders (Bloom, Lemos, Sadun & van Reenen,
2015). But it is the ability to perform in precisely
these areas that leads to improvements and a culture
of quality. School leaders at high-performing schools
stand out in these areas.
Good system of quality assurance • In highperforming schools, school leaders are actively
committed to evaluation and improvement; they use
systems to track pupils’ progress and they learn from
good examples. They set clear, time-limited goals for
educational quality and results, based on a shared
and coherent vision of didactics and pedagogy.
Measuring is the key • High-performing schools
monitor the quality of education and thus also
the extent to which goals are achieved. They do
this using a structured system of observation
(classroom visits and lesson observations), in
which it is clear what is being monitored and in
which there is scope for feedback and discussion
afterwards. These schools also monitor their
results with periodic analyses at all levels (from the
individual level to the school level). This leads to
evaluation and possibly to new action being taken.
In most schools, this is known as the ‘Plan Do
Check Act’ (PDCA) cycle.
Evidence-based improvement • For many school
leaders, the use of data and structured, evidencebased improvements remain a challenge (Neeleman,
2019). They are more inclined to make decisions on
the basis of ‘tacit knowledge’, such as intuition and
personal motivations. But often, this does not lead
to improvements in teaching performance. Slavin
(2019) shows that good schools and schools that
make significant improvements are characterized by
their use of data, which informs their knowledge of
what works.

Culture of quality
Making time for leadership • School leaders at
high-performing schools are able to set aside the

demands of their day-to-day work and make time to
provide leadership.
Consensus and a shared vision • In schools that
achieve good learning outcomes, there is a strong
consensus on what works and what constitutes
good teaching. This requires a clear vision from the
school leader. In high-performing schools, there is
also scope to try out new approaches. Trust, clear
expectations and an appreciation of everyone’s input
are important in this respect.
Supportive team culture • Teachers and school
leaders emphasize the importance of a team culture
and professional dialogue. School leaders need to
promote this by actively fostering a professional
environment in which this dialogue can take place.
They should also provide opportunities for peer
review and study days. In schools that achieve good
learning outcomes, monitoring and analysis are
often not done top-down, but take place within the
relevant section or team.
High expectations • High-performing schools are
not afraid to communicate their high expectations
with respect to teaching and results. They also insist
on these expectations and are reluctant to revise
them downwards. Trust is crucial. School leaders at
high-performing schools entrust teachers and pupils
with various aspects of quality assurance.

Strategic HR policy
Consequence management • In literature, linking
performance with consequences (consequence
management) is seen as an essential part of an
effective system of human resource management.
School leaders in the Netherlands do significantly
less in terms of HR policy than their counterparts in
other countries.
Qualified teachers • The use of unqualified teachers
has a negative effect on pupils’ final exam grades
(Inspectorate of Education, 2019x). The effect is
comparable for teachers who are qualified in a
different subject to the subject they are teaching,
teachers at a different level or teachers without any
qualifications at all. This negative effect applies to all
types of school except the basic VMBO level.

The chance of good results in categorial VWO schools
are not the same for everyone • Categorial VWO schools
appear to have a positive effect on the performance of
some pupils, but a negative effect on that of others. For

VWO pupils with a relatively low score in the final test,
categorial VWO schools reduce the average likelihood of
obtaining their VWO diploma on time by 22 percentage
points. This applies more to boys than to girls. In
addition, among boys, attending a categorial VWO
school also reduces their chance of obtaining a VWO
diploma with a maximum of one year delay. By contrast,
for VWO pupils with a relatively high final test score,
attending a categorial VWO school increases their chance
of obtaining their VWO diploma on time and with high
grades by 17 percentage points, on average (Oosterbeek,
Ruijs & De Wolf, 2020).

School governing bodies
Exchanges with school governing bodies are an important
part of the inspectorate’s supervision work. A number of
success factors and risk factors have been identified on the
basis of these meetings.
Ambition, goals and vision • Good school governing
bodies focus on improving education. They set
specific goals and have ambition. They have a clear
vision for both the shorter and longer term, including
stability, team building and developing an identity.
Good governing bodies know their schools, their
pupils/students and their staff.
Connecting schools and society • Good school
governing bodies are able to connect with both
everyone inside the school and with the outside
world. They have frequent contact with both the
professional field and the outside world and seek to
achieve a good balance between various interests
and responsibilities. Good governing bodies are also
responsive, both internally and externally.
Good school leaders win confidence • Good school
governing bodies make conscious choices regarding
who works in which position and they make sure that
school leaders perform well. They also facilitate the
work of these school leaders. Good governing bodies
ensure that communications lines with the classroom
are kept short. They inspire the confidence of schools
or educational programmes. Good governing bodies
provide a framework, and allow freedom and inspire
trust within that framework.
Learning through an effective quality culture • Good
school governing bodies work to achieve an effective
and open culture of quality. They work to ensure
a capacity for learning (with room for mistakes),
targeted information and a culture of feedback. They
themselves are also open to feedback and listen to
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opposing views (from the Supervisory Board, their
school leaders, the Joint Participation Council). They
are also in constant discussion with respect to quality
assurance. They work through the PDCA cycle in its
entirety. They identify problems and address these in
a targeted manner.

to the intended joining of forces, which is necessary
in the interests of the relevant pupils. It could help
inter-institutional partnerships, schools and teachers
if the government created better circumstances: more
supervision, clearer goals and support for cooperation
between education and care.

The challenges for school governing bodies that
are less effective • Less effective governing bodies
often fail on one or more of the above aspects.
They fail to set clear goals, change their goals too
quickly, have low ambitions, give up too easily, have
limited information, fail to prioritize education, avoid
opposing views (including from the Supervisory
Board), are not connected with the outside world or
focus too much on the outside world, fail to focus on
the organization, and make a negative contribution
to trust and safety in the organization. Many of these
governing bodies also fail to comply with the Good
Governance Code.

Growth in special (secondary) education • Since 2016,
the number of pupils in special (secondary) education
has been on the rise, following a fall immediately after
the introduction of inclusive education. This growth
continued in 2019. It is not only special education that is
growing but also special secondary education. Special
(secondary) education is growing in relative terms, too: in
2016, 2.0 percent of pupils in primary education were in
special education, and by 2019 this number had risen to
2.2 percent. The percentage of pupils in special primary
education rose from 2.3 percent in 2016 to 2.4 percent in
2019. Relative participation in special secondary education
also rose from 3.6 percent in 2016 to 3.8 percent in 2019.

Segregation at schools remains high in the major cities
but has stabilized • In the State of Education 2017, we
discussed the phenomenon of ‘bubbles’ that are made up
of like-minded people (Inspectorate of Education, 2017).
Due to the increasing trend towards school segregation,
pupils from diverse backgrounds come into contact
with each other less and less. The trend towards school
segregation in the Netherlands’ major cities has now
stabilized, however. Segregation by ethnicity fell slightly
in the major cities, while segregation by level of education
and income levels has stabilized. In the rest of the country,
too, the degree of segregation has stopped increasing,
with the exception of Westland, Zaanstad and Zoetermeer.
Segregation by income is growing in those locations.

Inclusive education
All pupils have the right to good education • All children
and young people have the right to good education.
Inter-institutional partnerships, in which school
governing bodies work together, are responsible for
organizing a comprehensive system of facilities for pupils
who need extra support. Particularly where the school
governing bodies in the inter-institutional partnerships
are clear about what they want to achieve, they often
explore new opportunities and share responsibilities, and
are able to make rapid progress towards the objectives
of inclusive education. In many cases, this approach
works well, but not everywhere. Not all the governing
bodies involved in the inter-institutional partnerships
feel a shared sense of responsibility for their (societal)
goals. This can have serious consequences for individual
pupils. In such cases, regional cooperation does not lead
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Number of children not in education has risen again •
One of the goals of inclusive education is to reduce the
number of children not at school. This means children
and young people who have not been enrolled at a school
for more than three months (complete absence) and
those who fail to attend school without a valid reason
(long-term absence). The number of young people in this
situation has increased since the introduction of inclusive
education in 2014. In 2013-2014, there were 3,254 pupils
in this situation, in 2017-2018 there were 4,479 and in
2018-2019 there were 4,790 (Ministry of Education,
Culture and Science, 2020). Under the system of interinstitutional partnerships, information on the current
number of pupils not in school has improved, as well as
prevention and reduction. Further research is required in
order to ascertain whether the number of pupils not in
school has actually increased or whether we now simply
have more information about them.
Reducing the number of children not in school is not
solely a matter for the education system • The interinstitutional partnerships cannot tackle this issue without
cooperation from other parties. Long-term absence from
school is not only an issue for the education system,
but also a consequence of problems that can have a
range of different causes, such as psychological issues or
problems at home (Binsbergen et al., 2019). Round tables
have therefore been organized by the partnerships to
coordinate their collective approach regarding education,
care, safety and non-attendance. We see that across
all inter-institutional partnerships, the approach to
this problem is gradually shifting to a more preventive
one that focuses on both authorized and unauthorized
absence from school.

Figure 8 Limited insight into pupils’ support needs

Perseverance of inter-institutional partnerships is
improving • The perseverance of the inter-institutional
partnerships concerns their responsibility with regard
to placing pupils. The number of inter-institutional
partnerships that indicate that they have made use of
this new power increased to 88 percent in 2019. In 2018
that figure was 66 percent, and in 2017 it was 59 percent.
In a number of cases, binding agreements have been
made with the municipalities. Around 35 percent of
the partnerships have done this. The inter-institutional
partnerships that have used this power indicate that they
have used it sparingly. They still prefer to find a mutually
agreed solution instead. Those inter-institutional
partnerships that have not made use of perseverance
indicate that the consensus model works better than
compulsion. They also question whether the forced
placement of pupils may have unintended adverse
effects. Shared responsibility for providing a place in
the education system for all pupils, whether or not in
collaboration with youth welfare support, should be the
priority in this regard.
Quality assurance in inter-institutional partnerships is
the main challenge • In 27 percent of inter-institutional
partnerships we detect inadequate quality assurance. The
lack of an adequately funded system of quality assurance
means that the partnerships’ targets and performance
remain unclear. It is therefore difficult for the partnerships

Source: Inspectorate of Education, 2020

to set verifiable goals. In addition, they are often unable
to assess the quality of the basic and extra support
provided by the schools. Eight percent of the partnerships
are achieving unsatisfactory results, meaning that they
don’t have a suitable place available for every student.
Where there are shortcomings in the field of educational
outcomes, this is often due to the provision of facilities
for pupils who require additional support. This means
the education that pupils are receiving is unsuitable. In
some cases, children may not even be in school. All interinstitutional partnerships have their finances in order. They
are financially healthy and are able to meet their financial
obligations in the short and longer term. Their acquisition
and spending of funding is also done in accordance with
the applicable legislation and regulations (Inspectorate of
Education, 2019).
Governance of inter-institutional partnerships would
benefit from external appraisal • The inspectorate
has studied how the (independent) internal supervision
of inter-institutional partnerships works. Internal
supervision relates to the performance of the tasks and
the exercise of powers by the partnerships, including
the adoption of a support plan, the distribution and
allocation of the support resources and facilities to
the schools, the assessment of whether pupils can
be admitted to special education and advising on the
support needs of a student. The inter-institutional
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partnerships in which governance is particularly effective
are alliances in which only external members are involved
in internal supervision and which have an independent
governor. These partnerships have integrated governance
in both structural and cultural terms. There are also some
inter-institutional partnerships where the interaction
between management and internal supervision or
internal supervision is unsatisfactory. This occurs in
partnerships where school governors (also) participate
in internal supervision. Moreover, the partnerships in
which governance does not function adequately have a
much less well-developed structure and culture and thus
struggle to apply effective governance.

Pupils with special educational needs
Monitoring of pupils with special educational needs is
limited • Since the introduction of inclusive education,
we have a more limited overview of pupils with additional
support needs. Previously, the data on pupil-related
funding for pupils in primary and secondary education
did provide a picture. But under the current system,
there are no national definitions and no registration
of which pupils have special educational needs at the
national level. Schools must record which pupils have
a so-called progress and development plan in BRON.
In primary education, 0.5 percent of pupils have been
registered as having a progress and development plan,
but registration leaves much to be desired: in a study of
ten inter-institutional partnerships in primary education,
only 27 percent of the progress and development plans
had been registered in BRON (Inspectorate of Education,
2018). Even though schools, governing bodies and interinstitutional partnerships may have a good idea of which
of their pupils have a progress and development plan,
there are no national figures. The lack of an overview of
pupils with special educational needs is problematic: in
order to determine the extent to which the important
societal goal of giving these pupils (equal) opportunities
in education is being achieved, more insight is required
into which pupils have additional support needs, where
they are located, which ‘systemic barriers’ they are facing
and whether they are receiving effective and appropriate
support.
8.2 percent of primary school pupils are receiving extra
support • Based on a sample survey of 200 schools,
approximately 8.2 percent of pupils in mainstream
primary education are receiving extra support from their
school. Almost two-thirds of the pupils receiving extra
support have a learning difficulty or developmental issue,
and half of them have requested support for behavioural
problems or socio-emotional problems. Many of these
pupils have requested support for both learning and
behavioural issues (Inspectorate of Education 2019x).
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According to teachers, an average of 21.9 percent of the
pupils in their group have special educational needs
(Smeets et al., 2019)
A better overview of pupils with extra support needs is
required • Due to the lack of national criteria for receiving
additional support in education, it is only possible to
identify a minority of the pupils with special educational
needs. To do this, we look at anonymized data from youth
welfare, youth protection and healthcare, which provides
some insight into the different groups of children who
have special educational needs. In total, we studied 22
different groups of pupils in this way. These were, for
example, children receiving support from a district or
neighbourhood team and pupils in youth protection
programmes. This is no substitute for education-specific
definitions, but it can help to keep track of pupils with
special educational needs in the education system.
As expected, pupils with special educational needs
mainly in special (secondary) education • The
percentage of pupils with special educational needs
varies widely in different types of education. The
percentage of pupils with special educational needs is,
as expected, highest in special education and special
secondary education, followed by special primary
education; it is much lower across the rest of primary and
secondary education. The extent to which certain forms
of support occur is striking: 30 percent of pupils in special
(secondary) education use some kind of psychotropic
medication. In primary and secondary education as a
whole, that figure is approximately 3 percent and
6 percent, respectively. This is slightly higher than in
other European countries (Piovani et al., 2019;
Steinhousen, 2015). According to national data, around
9 percent of primary and secondary school pupils
receive some kind of ambulatory youth welfare support.
In special primary education and special (secondary)
education, this percentage is over 30 percent.
Support for pupils varies between regions • Pupils
in the Randstad are more likely to receive local or
community welfare support. At the same time, however,
they are less likely to receive ambulatory youth welfare
support. No major regional shifts have been observed
since the introduction of inclusive education. In cases
where a pupil receives one form of support, it is more
likely that they will also receive other forms of assistance.
Even though this overlap is relatively limited at the pupil
level, at the school level, and particularly in secondary
education, there is a relatively high overlap between the
proportion of pupils that have special educational needs
according to the various definitions applied. In schools
where parents have a higher average level of education,
fewer pupils have special educational needs; by contrast,

in schools where more parents have a relatively low
level of education, there are more pupils with special
educational needs.
Pupils with special educational needs care do not
have a negative effect on their classmates’ learning •
One of the concerns often expressed about inclusive
education is that the presence of pupils with special
education needs in regular classes, such as those with

behavioural problems, may have a negative effect on the
achievements of their classmates. It is unclear to what
extent these concerns are justified: before the
introduction of inclusive education, Ruijs (2017) found
that pupils with special educational needs do not have a
negative effect on their classmates.
In secondary education we even see today that different
groups of pupils with special educational needs have

29

inspec to r at e o f ed u c at i o n | s tat e o f ed u c at i o n 2020

no effect on the performance of their classmates in
most cases. In cases where we have studied whether
the examination results of the same pupil are better
or worse in subjects with more or fewer pupils with
special educational needs in the class, we generally
find no effect. Figure 9 shows that this is also the case
when we look at the differences in the performance of
different cohorts of pupils within the same school: pupils
do not perform better or worse in years with more or
fewer pupils with special educational needs. In primary
education, we have studied whether the number of pupils
with special educational needs in different cohorts is
related to differences in participation in the final test and
the scores achieved. In other words, do regular pupils
from the same school perform better or worse in cohorts
with more or fewer pupils with special educational needs?
And in primary education, too, the number of pupils with
special educational needs in a given cohort has no effect
on the performance of their classmates. The results are
similar when we look at each different form of special
educational need. It is unlikely that the results would be
influenced by the referral behaviour of primary schools.
Further research into inclusive education is important •
If there are any effects concerning pupils with special
educational needs, these are just as likely to be positive
as negative. However, it remains important to continue
to monitor the situation in the Netherlands closely,
because in international literature negative effects are
found more often, especially with respect to pupils with
behavioural problems (e.g. Carell & Hoekstra, 2010; Carell
et al., 2018; Kristoffersen et al., 2015; Neidell & Waldfogel,
2010). As far as the Netherlands is concerned, since the
introduction of inclusive education and with respect to
different types of pupils with special educational needs,
in most cases their presence in the classroom appears
to have no overall effect on the cognitive performance
of their classmates. It is possible that the workload of
teachers is affected, though. The inspectorate will carry
out further research on this question in the near future.
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1.3	Our education system
faces an increasing number
of challenges
It is important to place the State of Education in the
wider context of the social trends and developments
that are affecting our education system and our young
people more generally. These trends are external and
are occurring outside the education system, but they
create additional challenges within it. At the same time,
trends within education have an influence on the extent
to which schools and institutions are able to fulfil the
core functions of the education system and how they
do this.

Figure 10 Shortage of school leaders and teachers by region

Shortage of teachers and school leaders
The shortage of teachers remains significant • The
number of online vacancies in primary education,
secondary education, special education and MBO
is approximately the same as last year. In primary
education, the number of vacancies for which fewer
than five candidates apply (76 percent) continues to rise
(Sapulete, Wester, Jelicic & Vankan, 2019). The shortage
of teachers is particularly affecting the Randstad
area, and more specifically the major cities (Figure 10).
Longer-term forecasts indicate that these shortages will
continue to mount, ultimately spreading to the whole
country, with the biggest problem in the four largest
cities and Almere (OCW, 2019).
There is also a shortage of school leaders • The number
of vacancies for school leaders in primary education,
special education and MBO is falling. This may be because
schools decide not to advertise vacancies for school
leaders and opt to reallocate responsibilities instead. The
number of school leaders per school (FTE) has fallen over
the past 10 years, from 1.4 to 1.0 in primary education
and from 3.4 to 2.8 in secondary education. Where there
are vacancies for school leaders, these seem to be easier
to fill than vacancies for teachers: on average there are
slightly more candidates, and schools are less likely to
say that vacancies for school leaders are difficult to fill
(Sapulete, Wester, Jelicic & Vankan, 2019).

(Provisional infographic)

Shortage of teachers can undermine the quality of
education • The shortage of teachers and school leaders
is a challenge when it comes to the quality of education.
The shortage of teachers is greatest in schools rated by
the inspectorate as very weak: these schools advertise
more (online) vacancies (Figure 11), both for teachers and
school leaders. The staff shortage is also unevenly
distributed. Schools with a more challenging pupil
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population are more likely to be looking for teachers
online, and thus to have more positions that have not
been filled. This effect is not limited to the Randstad and
remains even when we take the degree of urbanization
into account. Many teachers prefer to work in schools
with fewer ‘disadvantaged pupils’ who qualify for
additional funding (Bonhomme, Jolivet & Leuven, 2016).
In addition, in a tight labour market there is higher
mobility among teachers, who can move from these
schools to other schools more easily (Dijkslag, 2019). The
fact that the shortage of teachers is concentrated in
particular schools and localities is concerning. This could
contribute to inequality of opportunity across the Dutch
education system as a whole.
Relationship between teacher shortages and quality
of schools • Schools that fall short of educational quality
standards, that do not monitor pupil development
sufficiently and that fall short when it comes to quality
assurance, accountability and dialogue are more likely
to be looking for teaching staff online than schools that
are rated as satisfactory. The direction of causality is
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unclear here. We do not know whether schools that are
unsatisfactory in these areas have more difficulty finding
staff, or whether they are failing to meet these quality
standards due to a shortage of staff.
The teacher shortage has a dramatic effect on
day-to-day work • Schools and school governing bodies
are increasingly struggling to find enough staff for their
classrooms. In the worst-affected areas of the country,
this is proving increasingly difficult: according to school
governing bodies in Amsterdam, the difference between
the number of qualified teachers required and those
currently available is 361 (FTE); this represents a shortage
of 11.6 percent (Emergency Plan for Amsterdam Teacher
Shortage, 2020). School leaders and school governors
spend a great deal of their time looking for a solution
to this problem, which means they have less time to
spend on improving quality. Increasingly, the solutions
found are at the boundary of what is legally permissible:
a four-day school week, the closure of the school for a
week or more classes taught by teaching assistants or
parents. In most cases, the inspectorate chooses not to

enforce the relevant regulations, and instead talks to the
school and the governors about what they are doing to
continue to guarantee educational quality under these
difficult circumstances. But in the meantime, pupils,
teachers, school leaders and parents are suffering the
effects of the teacher shortage. It is certainly plausible
that the teacher shortage is having a negative effect on
the quality of education and on pupil performance.
External factors are exacerbating the teacher shortage
in the major cities • The shortage of teachers is at its
most acute in the Randstad, specifically in the four largest
cities and Almere. In these cities, there are more teachers
leaving to teach at a school outside the city than there are
new teachers coming into the city (Relevant figures for the
Labour Market Teachers, 2019). This is partly due to higher
housing costs in the major cities. Particularly for newly
qualified teachers, it is difficult to rent or buy a house in
these cities. These regional differences are having a similar
effect in the other public sectors: the housing shortage in
the major cities is also affecting workers in healthcare and
the police. The collective labour agreement for teachers
takes no account of differences in the cost of living in
different parts of the country. Teachers earn about the
same, no matter where in the Netherlands they work. This
contrasts with the situation in the UK, for example, where
teachers in London automatically earn more. As a result,
it is less attractive for teachers to work in the major cities
in the Netherlands. Even teachers who live outside of the
city are less likely to choose to teach in the city for practical
reasons. Accessibility is one reason cited, among others
(Regioplan, 2018).

Falling pupil and student numbers
Fewer pupils in large parts of the country • The overall
number of pupils in primary education, secondary
education and MBO is expected to continue falling
until 2026. In primary education the predicted fall is 4
percent, in secondary education it is 6 percent and in
MBO it is 8 percent. After 2025, the fall in the number
of pupils in secondary education and MBO is predicted
to continue, although an increase in the number of
pupils in primary education is expected. This will mainly
be due to an increase in net migration (OCW, 2019).
However, these numbers vary by region and in the
most densely populated areas the number of pupils is
actually increasing. Falling student and pupil numbers
are affecting education in those regions where it is
occurring. Lower pupil numbers result in less income for
the schools affected, because school funding is based on
the number of pupils. This can make it more difficult for
schools to continue providing good quality education,
because some schools are too small. In 2019, almost
1,200 schools had fewer than 100 pupils. These schools

are more likely to be rated as either unsatisfactory (3
percent) or very poor (1.2 percent) for the quality of their
education. Closing schools due to falling pupil numbers
can sometimes be necessary, but this has a major impact
on the pupils involved and can lead to a reduction in the
range of options that are available in the local education
system. School closures should therefore be carried out
carefully, taking into account the positive and negative
effects on all pupils throughout the region.

Changing labour market
Labour market requires different skills • As in many other
OECD countries (OECD, 2019x), the number of jobs that
require an average level of skills is declining. Even demand
for workers in jobs that currently require higher levels of
knowledge and skills may fall in the future, as a result of
increasing automation. The education system needs to
respond to these changes to some extent. Pupils, students
and their parents increasingly seem to be demanding this.
This will affect the type of education that our educational
institutions offer. Schools and institutions are responding
to this by developing a distinctive profile for themselves.
The number of concept schools and subject cluster schools
has increased sharply over the past twenty years. Schools
and institutions are also offering more customization. In
this way, schools are able to emphasize their distinctive
educational offering. This is resulting in a more diverse
supply of education, but also a more fragmented supply
which not all pupils and students have equal access to.
Good and systematic evaluation is also often lacking,
which means that the contribution of these experiments to
the quality of education remains unclear (Inspectorate of
Education, 2019x).
Flexibilization and lifelong learning • Retraining and
supplementary training are playing an increasingly
important role in sustainable employability. However,
participation in post-initial programmes, courses
and training programmes has hardly increased at all
in the past decade (Eurostat, 2019). In the context of
lifelong learning, the match between the educational
offering and the learning needs of workers and job
seekers also requires attention. Regular MBO and HBO
programmes still do not reflect the knowledge and
experience that workers and job seekers already have to
a sufficient extent (SCP, 2019). An important factor here
is that individualized learning pathways require more
coordination and a greater investment of time (SCP, 2019).

Shift towards private education
Private and supplementary education are expanding
slowly • All children of school age are required to attend
education. A small proportion of pupils attend a school
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that is not funded by the government (private education).
The total number in private education is around 3,500
pupils, in primary and secondary education combined.
The range of non-government-funded institutions and
programmes in MBO is growing. In 2017-2018, almost
40,000 students were enrolled in a non-governmentfunded programme at an MBO institution. That was
approximately 2,000 students more than in the previous
year. The number of pupils who take additional tuition,
homework supervision and examination training
alongside their regular education - whether private or
otherwise - remains high. We also call this supplementary
education. Research (Oberon, 2019) shows that the
market for supplementary education continued to
expand until 2017, and since then it has remained fairly
stable. In most cases, private and supplementary
education involves paying fees. This means that it is
only accessible to pupils whose parents or carers are
willing and able to pay for it, and this can exacerbate
inequality of opportunity in education. It also means
that government-funded education is sometimes in
competition with private providers, for both for pupils
and teachers.
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1.4	Maintaining standards of
quality in education
The Dutch education system generally works well.
When we look at the level of the diplomas achieved and
transition to the labour market, the picture is certainly
positive at present. The level of the average diploma
achieved continues to rise. Most young people who
leave education for the first time do so with a diploma,
and increasingly this is MBO level 4 or HBO, with fewer
diplomas at MBO level 1 or 2. Most young people go on
to find a suitable position in the labour market; one year
after graduating, 85 percent are in employment, and
usually in a job that matches their level of education. Of
course, the favourable economic climate is also playing a
role in this. But in comparison to neighbouring countries,
the Netherlands has a low rate of youth unemployment.
And yet this is not the whole story. Even in this favourable
economic climate, there are certain groups of pupils
and students whose chance of success in the education
system or in the labour market is lower. This includes
pupils whose parents have a lower level of education,
pupils in special education, practical education and
entrance programmes, students from a non-Western
migrant background, and female pupils and students,
despite the fact that they achieve better results at school
than males.
In recent years, a great deal of effort has gone into
reducing these differences in opportunities for different
groups of pupils and students. But the differences have
remained almost unchanged in recent years. There is a
chance that the dividing lines between different groups
of pupils and students will only become sharper due to
the increasing challenges in the education system, such
as teacher shortages and falling pupil numbers, and due
to rapid technological developments and changes in the
labour market.
The question is how we can maintain the quality of our
education and make targeted improvements, so that we
have a more stable basis to build on in less economically
favourable times.

The prospects for the future
More focus on the role of our education system in
society A strong education system benefits from a shared
idea of which minimum educational quality standards
need to be met at all times, and by focusing on the areas
that are essential for our pupils and students, both now
and in their future school career and life - in other words,
the role of our education system in society. The societal
tasks of the education system need to be defined in
collaboration with the education sector. This is a dialogue
that is already taking place, and a certain degree of
consensus already exists.
In order to function independently in society, pupils must
be equipped for success in the rest of their education and
in the labour market. This means that they must always
enter the labour market with adequate literacy and
numeracy skills, and it is important that they have equal
opportunities to access high-quality education: it should
make no difference who your parents are, where you
come from or which school you go to. It is also important
that pupils and students develop as individuals; that
education contributes to their self-knowledge, their
knowledge of the world they live in and their ability to
make independent decisions. In this way, they will also
learn to contribute to the cohesion of our society.
Arriving at a clear definition of education’s role in society
and working towards achieving that requires focus
and leadership, both within the education sector and
within government. Teachers, school leaders and school
governors can only play their role in this process if the
tasks they are asked to carry out are clear, appropriate
direction is provided and the right parameters are set.
It is important that certain safeguards are retained,
such as ensuring that information is available on the
performance of pupils and students or their need for
additional support. In order to understand the extent to
which the important societal goal of ensuring that pupils

39

inspec to r at e o f ed u c at i o n | s tat e o f ed u c at i o n 2020

40

and students have equal access and opportunities within
the education system is being achieved, more insight is
required into which pupils have additional support needs,
which ‘systemic barriers’ they face and whether they are
receiving appropriate and effective support. At present,
we risk losing sight of these things.

Teachers, school leaders and school governing bodies can
all make a difference within their own spheres of influence
The role of teachers, school leaders and school
governors in high-achieving schools High-quality
teachers, school leaders and school governors play a
crucial role in the quality of education. The fact that some
schools and institutions are able to achieve good
performance under sometimes difficult circumstances
shows that a great deal is possible within the existing
system. Research has taught us a great deal about the
factors that play a role in the success of schools. The
inspectorate has carried out further research among
dozens of high-achieving schools in primary and
secondary education, enabling teachers and school
leaders themselves to indicate which factors played a role
in their success (see Figure 12 and Inset 3).
Educational leadership makes the difference The
inspectorate’s research into differences between the
performance of schools shows that almost all schools
with good learning outcomes are characterized by strong
educational management. In these schools, we see a
culture of professionalism, in which team members work
together to improve quality. Educational leadership
appears to be essential for goal-oriented management
and a focus on educational development. So is helping
teams to work towards common goals that are based
on a shared vision, which is continuously evaluated
and adjusted. The importance of strong educational
leadership is frequently supported in the literature:
School leaders have a major influence on the quality of
education in their school or educational programme
(McKinsey, 2020; Inspectorate of Education, 2018).
Schools that differentiate themselves as learning
organizations often have a good school leader (OECD,
2018; Slavin; lessons from excellent schools; Talis,
2019). School leaders occupy a crucial position in the
Dutch education system, and many important tasks are
assigned to them (Education Council, 2018).

Societal goals of the education system require more focus
Challenges in the system require better cooperation
An effective education system requires more than good
teachers, school leaders and school governors. Problems
such as teacher shortages and falling student and pupil
numbers, the continued fragmentation of supply and
increasing inequality of opportunity require overarching
cooperation and strategic direction, both within the
education sector and also, increasingly, involving parties
outside education.
Balance between management and autonomy
The Dutch system is unique in how much autonomy
the education sector enjoys. Under the constitution,
education is also the object of ongoing attention from
government. This illustrates the complexity of the dual
challenge of granting a high degree of autonomy on
the one hand and enabling the government to take
responsibility for education on the other. This balance
requires more central management with respect to the
overarching objectives, combined with the devolvement
of responsibilities closer to the core processes of the
education system. It is not an easy balance to strike. In
practice, the extent to which responsibilities are devolved
often varies according to the policy issue concerned.
Clear and appropriate governance structure For schools
and school governing bodies, the decentralization of
policy means that they increasingly need to coordinate
with various other actors. For example, a single
educational institution may well fall under different
regions for the inter-institutional partnership for
inclusive education, for municipal education policy, for
youth welfare support and for the labour market (see
Figure 13). Cooperating with a multitude of different
partners is complex, and responsibilities are not always
clear. As the Education Council has noted (Education
Council, 2017): cooperation and coordination between
the education sector, municipalities and other social
parties is not adequately arranged under the current
administrative structure. It is therefore important that
clear and appropriate choices are made with respect to
that administrative structure. It would be advisable to
bear in mind that the size and administrative influence of
a school governing body will partly determine the extent
to which it is equipped to fulfil its responsibilities.
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Scale of school governing bodies and schools can be
problematic In 2019, almost 1,200 schools had fewer
than 100 pupils. Of the 953 school governing bodies in
primary education, 165 serve only 2 to 5 schools. Their
scale means that they are vulnerable. On the one hand,
small schools more often achieve unsatisfactory (3
percent) or very poor (1.2 percent) levels of educational
quality, and on the other hand, the scale of the school
governing bodies and schools in primary education
cannot always accommodate an effective approach to
supra-sectoral, regional or national issues. One example
is the teacher shortage. Schools with fewer than 200
pupils have more teaching staff, in relative terms, than
schools with over 200 pupils (Figure 14). As a result,
approximately 3 percent more teachers are needed in
primary education in the Netherlands. If we assume that
smaller institutions could be closed or combined so that
they have the same student-teacher ratio as the average
for institutions with 200 or more pupils, this would mean
an enormous boost to the number of staff available
overall, particularly in the Amsterdam and Utrecht
42

regions. This increase would provide between 37 and 73
additional teaching staff (FTE) in Amsterdam, and
between 39 and 57 in Utrecht. In addition, it is also the
case that larger school governing bodies that are facing
staff shortages would have more opportunities to deploy
their staff more efficiently, for example by using teachers
who divide their time between several schools
(Inspectorate of Education, 2019).
Towards a more sustainable and resilient education
system All pupils and students are entitled to a suitable
place in education, which equips them as effectively as
possible to achieve good results in the education system
and an appropriate place in society. But to do this, we
need to focus on the right things: what is the basic level
of educational quality that we must provide to all pupils
and students? In other words, what are the core tasks
of our education system, on behalf of society? It is also
important that we use our knowledge of what works in
the classroom and in the school or institution. Teachers,
school leaders and school governing bodies can all make

a difference within their own spheres of influence. But
more than this is required. Our duties with respect to
society need to be managed and facilitated, promoting
cooperation between all parties, ensuring a clear
balance between autonomy and government controls,
and a targeted focus on developments that are creating
issues within the system - all of this is also required for
a sustainable and robust education system. To this end,
in the Advisory Strategic Agenda for Higher Education
and Research, the Education Council makes the case for
a long-term strategy for all education: a systemic review
of the education system as a whole is indispensable
(Education Council, 2020).
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