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Educational Sciences in the Netherlands: State of
Affairs and Challenges
Theo Wubbels
Introduction
This paper reports on the state of affairs of the „Erziehungswissenschaften“
in the Netherlands. For this description of the educational sciences we primarily rely on a report written in 2014 by a committee that prepared a discipline
plan educational sciences (CSO 2014). This report was commissioned by the
association of universities in the Netherlands (VSNU, http://www.vsnu.nl/en
_GB/), the umbrella association of research universities. Such reports regularly are prepared to describe the state of affairs of a discipline and advice on
policies for the future development of a discipline. For the educational sciences, the committee was composed of representatives of most universities at
the level of university executive boards, faculty deans and department chairs.
The participation of executive board members signals the importance they attach to an improvement of education research. This interest seems to originate from a generally perceived lack of impact of education research on practice and policy; an important issue for this paper. Before summarizing the
state of affairs in research and teaching in the educational sciences, we define
the domain of educational sciences. We conclude with what might be done to
strengthen the educational sciences.

The domain
The CSO (2014) defined the domain of educational sciences as education including teaching, teaching and learning processes and its outcomes, both on
the level of the individual and of the society. Educational sciences want to
describe, explain and optimize all situations of purposeful learning, that
means learning in the case of beforehand specified learning aims. In the end,
educational sciences always want to contribute to the improvement of the
quality, effectiveness, efficiency, attractiveness and innovation of educational
practice and policy.
The committee distinguished three levels in educational processes: the
micro level are the cognitive and affective processes and interventions on the
individual and classroom level; educational organization, leadership and governance in schools and organizations are the meso level and the macro level
includes educational systems and national policies.
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Educational sciences can study both formal and informal teaching and learning situations throughout the life span in all contexts as long as these are organized for learning; so it excludes informal spontaneous learning. The definition of educational sciences includes all school types and also learning in
private companies and the educational offerings of cultural and societal organisations, et cetera. Educational sciences are multidisciplinary by nature
and include not only the educational sciences per se but also other disciplines
such as psychology, sociology, economy, neurosciences and so on, as long as
they study education or help improve education.

Research
This domain was specified further in order to describe in what kind of research the various universities are engaged in. Table 1 shows three main areas of research and more specific themes under these main areas that are studied in Dutch education research.
The table shows that many topics are studied in more than one university.
The profiles of the local research programs do not exclude each other. However, the focus in the various universities is different.
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Table 1: Themes in Dutch education research
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Research profiles of the universities
The largest university in educational sciences (Utrecht University) focuses on
the processes in interaction between students, teachers and learning materials
(including these processes in teacher education), both in classrooms in
schools and in companies. In addition influences on these processes are stud57
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ied and the studies include subject specific approaches in domains such as
sciences and medicine. The University of Amsterdam’s first point of interest
is the connection between processes at the micro level (in classes) and processes at the meso (school) and the macro level (educational system). At the
micro level research includes both cognitive and social processes and at the
meso level school leadership. In the University of Groningen the programs
emphasize an empirical approach towards the study of education, specifically
educational effectiveness with a focus on student outcomes. Further professionalization of teachers, learning disabilities and school and youth culture
are studied.
The focus of the program at the University of Twente is educational design, specifically with use of technology, support of learning by technology,
the influence of all kind of factors on the way schools and classroom operate
and in addition the transformations in higher education are a specific topic.
Similarly the Open University’s programs focus on design of teaching and
learning situations for a broad array of educational contexts with the aim to
provide effective, efficient and agreeable teaching, including the use of ICT.
In many universities professionalization of teachers is also a topic. The
Maastricht University program aims at specific professionals for program design in health education (in particular problem based), for learning in business, and for primary and secondary education, with an emphasis on evidence
based practices. A special institute studies the relation between education and
the labour market.
The Radboud University approaches education from a learning perspective and the way learning can be optimized in the broad multicultural context
of education. Specifically cognitive psychological, psycholinguistic and neural processes and variables influencing these are included.
The research of VU University is heavily cognitive and neuropsychologically oriented. In a theoretical approach, research is concerning optimal
learning environments for learning to function in a pluralistic society.
Erasmus University is specialised in problem based learning in higher
education, segregation processes in education and the interaction between
variables in families and school.
Finally, of the general universities, Leiden University focuses on the fundamental processes involved in learning of both mainstream and disabled students. Mathematics and social competencies get special attention and the
competence development is studied all over the life span. In addition learning
of teachers is an important topic.
The Universities of Technology (Delft, Eindhoven) focus on research in
science education including the role of the teacher’s professionalization and
the university for agriculture (Wageningen) on competence development in
the agricultural sector. The smallest program at Tilburg University studies
learning in the languages.
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Trends in topics studied
From table 1 it is clear that taken together Dutch research focuses more on
the micro and meso than on the macro level. Specifically the main area with
most research is teaching and learning processes and outcomes, and the least
studied one is education and society. On the level of themes the most studied
topics are learning and teaching and teachers, teacher education and professionalization. The latter is a result of the fact that the research programs include the research of the university departments that provide teacher training.
There is also ample research on design of education and curricula, ICT and
education, differentiation and handling differences, testing and assessment
and subject specific aspects of education. The least studied themes are topics
such as the curriculum offering, educational organization, management, leadership and governance, quality assurance, societal outcomes and relation with
the labour market, life long learning and the educational system and policy.
Regarding the educational sectors studied, the emphasis is on primary and
general secondary education, leaving higher education and vocational education a bit understudied. Although all main areas are studied the CSO (2014)
concluded that several themes should get more attention in future research.
These include specific educational sectors such as vocational training, higher
education and teaching and learning of adults and the themes excellence, education and ICT, life long learning and the use of big data in education.
When we look at the development over time we can see that many themes
have been studied already for a long time, but also some changes in research
focus appear. For example, the content of the curriculum offering was a
much more studied topic in earlier days. It seems that the turn towards an empirical approach of educational studies and moving away from the study of
the history and philosophy of education has taken place in many universities,
resulting in less focus in the consideration of what is worth teaching in
schools. The attention for evidence based education, professionalization of
teachers and outcomes of innovative learning environments is growing and
the attention for the educational system is dwindling. Most recently attention
for cognitive and brain science is raising and also a beginning of studies using learning analytics can be seen.

Quality
An international committee has evaluated the quality of the university research programs in 2013 (QANU, 2013). Every five years research is assessed in the national research assessment on a number of indicators. At the
moment these are research quality, relevance to society and viability. Education research has still been evaluated under an older system with separate
scores for quality and productivity. Evaluation is performed on a five-point
scale ranging from 1 (unsatisfactory) to 5 (excellent: the research is world
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leading and researchers are working at the forefront of their field internationally and their research has an important and substantial impact in the field).
The score 4 (very good) means that research is considered nationally leading,
internationally competitive and makes a significant contribution to the field.
All programs were evaluated at nearly all indicators between very good and
excellent. The productivity is considered high compared to research in other
countries and similar to productivity in other disciplines in the Netherlands
such as psychology and sociology. The scholarly impact as a whole is above
average compared with other disciplines. In terms of publications for professionals the evaluation differs more between universities: the impact on education varies between universities.

Program size and budgets
Table 2 shows the size of the research programs in three categories. Some
programmes in the third column are very small (less than 5 full time equivalent (fte)) and in the first very large (over 100 fte). The SCO estimates a total
of 610 fte working on education research in universities, including 235 fte
PhD students. In the Netherlands PhD students thus are an important part of
the research production force: it is more and more common that their dissertation consists of 4-7 articles in international refereed (preferably ISI) journals and their supervisors usually are co-authors of these articles.
Table 2: Size of research programs in educational sciences per university in full time equivalents
(fte)
Large (> 50 fte)
Utrecht University
Maastricht University
Open University
Leiden university
Radboud University
University of Twente
University of Amsterdam

Medium (20-50 fte)
University of Groningen
Wageningen University
VU University

Small (< 20 fte)
Eindhoven University of
Technology
Tilburg University
Delft University of
Technology
Erasmus University

Table 3 presents an overview of the money involved in education research in
different institutions. Universities are not the only organizations where education research is undertaken. Other institutions are for example the Central
Bureau of Statistics (CBS), the Universities of Applied Sciences (Fachhochschulen), the Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP), the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (CPB) and CITO, the Netherlands Institute for Assessment. The budgets in table 3 are rough estimations
and do not include general research institutions such as CBS and CPB. For
the latter it is not possible to get a reliable estimate of the budget because
education research is interwoven with research on other issues.
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Table 3: Money for educational sciences research
Institution
Universities

First tier
Second tier
1
• NRO

•

EU

Third tier

1

Budget 2014
in M €
38,2
18,4

Comments

Will grow in the coming years with at
least 3,0;
Includes e.g., evaluation of the
introduction of new forms of inclusive
education, longitudinal studies of
student careers; international studies
e.g. TIMSS

2,7
6,9

Includes mainly funds from the
ministry for policy oriented research

Other
(research)
institutions

16,7

Includes e.g.,
• grants for teachers to write a
PhD;
• research institute for vocational
education
• research institute for education
and labour market
• research cooperation between
schools and teacher education
• program for evaluation of
evidence based school
improvement

Universities
of applied
sciences
Sum

21.6

These are 80 part time staff
members directing a research group

104,5

Netherlands Initiative for Education Research; part of the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific
Research (NWO)

For the universities it appears that about 38 M € is spent from the main budget of the universities (first money tier). An additional amount of about 18 M €
is provided mainly to the universities by the Netherlands Initiative for Education Research; part of the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research
(NWO): the main funding organization for scientific research and about 3M €
comes from the European Union (second money tier). The third money tier
includes all other sources for research than the university main budget and
NWO/EU, for example the ministry, city governments, private companies,
schools, et cetera. A growing amount of money for research is accounted for
in the universities of applied science, already over 21M €. Regarding the universities there is a tendency that the budget in the first tier is decreasing and
there is more and more need to acquire money in the second and third tier to
keep research running. This is a dangerous situation for the future of education research because the competition is tough. For example in NWO the
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chance for getting funded is only between 5 and 15 %. Because also at NWO
more and more practice and policy oriented research are preferred the basic,
curiosity driven research is under threat.

Teaching programs
Table 4 shows the undergraduate and graduate programmes offered at the different universities. The technical universities (Eindhoven and Delft), Wageningen University and Tilburg University are missing because they do not offer educational sciences programs.
They do, however, offer teacher education programs and thus there is a
connection between their education research and their teaching programs offering. All universities have a specific profile in their program offering, usually connected to the focus of their research programs.
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Table 4: University teaching programs and student numbers
University

Utrecht
University

Under1
graduate
Full
Part
2
time
time
134
33

University of
Twente

64

0

University of
Amsterdam

49

0

3

Graduate one year
Name
Educational
design and
consultancy
Educational
Science and
Technology
Educational
Sciences

Graduate two year
Full
time
108

Part
time
130

52

31

49

8

VU University

Teaching and
Learning in
Higher
Education

University of
Groningen

Educational
Sciences

Maastricht
University

Health
Professions
Education

39

72

Leiden
University
Open
University

Evidence based
Innovation in
Teaching
Management of
Learning
Education and
Child Studies
Educational
Sciences

Radboud
University

Educational
Sciences

Total

247

33

Name
Educational
Sciences:
Learning in
Interaction

Full
time
38

Child
Development
and Education

5

Human
Behaviour in
Social Context

39

Behavioural
Sciences

25

22

99

0

46
40
160
26

420

442

107

1

Number of students enrolled in a three year program: yearly entrance is about 1/3 of these num-

2

In part time programs the students generally study twice as long.

3

These are programs for training of researchers and are only offered for full time students.

bers.

Undergraduate
Only three universities offer a specific undergraduate program in educational
sciences (Utrecht University, University of Amsterdam and University of
Twente) and one of these (University of Twente) is in the process of stopping
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this program. Such a program normally includes 180 ECTS, with a major of
about 135 ECTS educational sciences including between 15 and 30 ECTS research methodology and philosophy of education and several optional courses. Further between 30 and 45 ECTS are usually completely free choices for
students. Most other general universities, offer in their programs for special
education a track aimed at educational sciences. These usually include about
90 ECTS specialisation in educational sciences.

Graduate
There are 11 one-year graduate programs at what is called the academic master level. These programs prepare students for professions where a university
education is needed, for example as policy adviser for among others in the
government, cities, or school boards, educational consultants or trainers in
companies or organizations, school advisers, et cetera. Then there are four
two-year research master programs preparing students for a research career
either as a PhD student in a university or in an education research institution.
Of these programs only the one in Utrecht is specifically an educational sciences program and this has grown over the last few years from about 10 to 20
yearly entrants. All others are umbrella programs where students can opt for
a specialization in educational sciences and the enrolment in such a specialisation is lower than the number in the table.
In most master programs a clear distinction in the target group of students
is visible between the full time and part time enrolments. Where the part time
enrolment dominates, the programs are aiming at adult students with previous
teaching experience in schools, companies, professional organizations or universities. Such programs for professionals academic aim at deepening and
underpinning their practice, usually including a practice oriented research assignment. Programs with mainly full-time students aim at entrants immediately after completion of an undergraduate program in educational sciences
or a specialisation in a special education program. Here the theoretical content is more prominent and the research often is more advanced.

PhD training
For the training of PhD students in education, nearly all Dutch universities
(except Tilburg University) cooperate with each other and with three Flemish
universities (Leuven, Antwerp, Ghent) in the Interuniversity Center for Educational Sciences (ICO). All PhD students at these universities who spend a
minimum of three days a week on their PhD are member of ICO if their research plan has been approved by the ICO board. Usually these PhD students
are also part of a graduate school in their own university. Such schools usually cover a broad range of disciplines such as all behavioural or all social and
behavioural PhD programs. PhD students enrol in courses offered by the
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Educational Sciences in the Netherlands

graduate schools in their own university on general topics such as research
methodology, teaching methodology and scientific writing. ICO offers courses that are specific for the educational sciences for example on teaching and
teacher education, curriculum design, evaluation and assessment, and learning and instruction. PhD students have to take a minimum of 18EC in courses
and to participate in two yearly conferences in which PhD students present
their research. They get a minimum of 600 hours of supervision during the
four years of the PhD (in case of a full time appointment). All PhD supervisors have to be staff members of the ICO for which they must have published
at least six publications in international journals every five years. The number of members is about 185 university staff and 25 post docs. Every year
about 25 PhD students graduate in ICO, whereas outside ICO about the same
number graduates. These are for example psychologists studying an educational topic or teachers who do not have sufficient time to participate in ICO.
Generally the training seems to work well for the regular PhD students, that
means those who have an appointment in a university to work on their PhD.
There is, however, an increasing number of other PhD students, for example
from other countries with a bursary, or staff members of universities of applied sciences and teachers who want to write a PhD but do not have the
same amount of time to work on it. For these students the ICO course offering is interesting, but for practical reasons the students are often not able to
enrol. So there is a need for more differentiated, flexible and perhaps blended
forms of courses to adapt to the needs of these students.

Netherlands Initiative for Education Research
Commissioning the report of the CSO stands in a line of considerable attention of the government for the educational sciences. Such attention is encouraged by the wish of politicians (and many researchers) to make education research help improve education. The recent interest in the role of research in
educational innovation started in 2010 when the minister of education established a committee to investigate the quality and impact of education research
in the Netherlands. The background of this initiative was the perceived lack
of impact of education research on practice and the many educational innovations that were not successful. The committee called its report National plan
educational/learning sciences (Commissie Nationaal Plan Toekomst Onderwijswetenschappen 2011) to emphasise that educational science was too limited a description of the field of study that is important for improving the
quality of education. The committee produced a list of problems in the educational sciences:
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•
•

•
•
•
•
•

A continuity problem: The number of students in the teaching programs
in educational sciences and university teacher education was low and
this was threatening the viability of these programs.
An activation problem: knowledge that is available in many disciplines
and could be used to improve education wasn’t used and part of the reason was that the grants for research were provided along disciplinary
lines which hindered multi- and interdisciplinary approaches.
A fragmentation problem: The education research in the first tier at the
universities was fragmented, lacked coherence and there were many
small programs.
Chain failing: The current institutions did not succeed in making the
knowledge from educational sciences available for practice and policy.
A quality problem: Research in the third tier lacked quality control and
the money was provided without clear aims and guarantee for methodological rigour.
Attraction of international journals: Because education researchers are
evaluated on their publications in scholarly journals, research lacked
connection with practice and policy.
Under use of education research results: practitioners did not show sufficient interest in research results and the competence to use the results
and develop research questions was lagging behind.

As our description of the state of affairs in the educational sciences above
shows many of these problems still continue.
The then existing program council for education research of the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO), the Netherlands Association for Educational Research and the Interuniversity Center for Educational
Sciences (ICO) collaborated to send this committee a proposal to establish a
funding organisation that would bring together all money for education research with money for innovations so that these budgets would be granted in
connection to each other. The committee endorsed this proposal and incorporated it in its report. As a result the Netherlands Initiative for Education Research (NRO) was established in 2012 (https://www.nro.nl/en/about/). In this
organization indeed several sources of research money (but not all, as is clear
form table 3) were brought together, but unfortunately no innovation money
was granted to this organization.
NRO has three tasks: facilitating the coherency of education research by
providing direction at a national level, awarding grants for high quality research, and facilitating knowledge utilisation by improving the links between
science and practice. NRO tries to connect research and practice e.g. through
the involvement of practitioners and policy makers in the programming of research. It covers all educational sectors: from pre-school to university education, special education, adult education, in-service training and professional
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development; and includes all disciplines related to educational sciences:
psychology, pedagogics, sociology, law, economics, et cetera.
The budget of NRO is divided in three parts. The largest part is for practice-oriented research, that means research in which researchers and practitioners collaborate. Smaller amounts are available for fundamental and policy
oriented research. This separation in three parts seems to hinder the development of comprehensive research proposals and therefore there are efforts to
find ways to integrate the three perspectives. One of the strong points of establishing the NRO is the rigorous evaluation procedure that now is used for
government funded research projects. As table 3 shows, unfortunately, still a
lot of research budgets are not under the governance of the NRO.

Challenges
In its conclusion, the CSO (2014) calls education the power engine for society and education research an auxiliary engine. Educational sciences have to
provide a body of knowledge for evidence informed approaches in education
and have to train educational experts and have to contribute to the professionalization of teachers. The committee concludes that the quality of education
research is fine but that it doesn’t realize the role of auxiliary engine for education. Both research and teaching in the educational sciences need to be renewed and three tasks for the near future are described.
In research, the committee argues, the overlap between programs in various universities should be diminished and small programs should cooperate
more with other programs in order to get a minimum size of 10 fte, which is
also the minimum size required in the national research evaluation. The plea
for collaboration applies specifically for the small programs on subject specific research (Fachdidaktik) and these programs and general education research should collaborate more. A national agenda for research and innovation in education should be developed and all money for education research
outside the first tier should be granted via the NRO. The research of universities and universities of applied sciences should be integrated.
Although the quality of the teaching programs is fine, they do not attract
sufficient students to make these programs viable. A paradox is that the graduates of the programs easily get jobs, but that this fact doesn’t translate into
larger enrolments in the programs. The committee suggests making these
programs more attractive by introducing more modern topics in the programs
such as the use of big data and learning analytics. A faster introduction of
new knowledge developments (for example in the neuro sciences) is needed
and the connection with the professions these programs prepare students for
needs to be improved. Further, collaboration and sharing of personnel between teaching programs is advocated.
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Key for success of the educational sciences, according to the CSO (2014), is a
better connection between educational sciences and practice and policy. Therefore renewing research and teaching programs is not sufficient and the committee
advocates that research projects are more initiated based on the problems that
practitioners and policy makers experience. One practical suggestion for that is
building academic workshops where researchers and practitioners meet each other and work together on solving educational problems, doing research, developing curricula, preparing teachers and teacher professionalization. At the moment
NRO is selecting consortia of schools, universities and universities of applied sciences to perform a pilot with these workshops.

Conclusion
The field of educational sciences in the Netherlands is rather dynamic and
under continuous interest of policy makers both at the government and university level. From the wish that educational sciences help improve education, educational sciences face many challenges. Meeting these challenges is
important for the viability of the educational sciences but need to be undertaken without forgetting that fundamental research is an engine for all educational improvement.
Theo Wubbels, Prof. Dr., ist Hochschullehrer für Education an der Universität Utrecht.
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