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1 Basic premises of the Educational Research  
 Programme 2012-2015

1.1 Introduction

The 2012-2015 research programme is the Dutch Programme Council for 

Educational Research (PROO)’s third multi-year programme. The new 

programme builds on its predecessors. The programme has been updated, 

however, in accordance with new scientific and social developments. 

Significant input has also been provided by the areas of education and 

educational research. In this regard, the directorates from the Ministry 

of Education, Culture and Science – Knowledge management, Primary 

education, Secondary education, Youth, education and health care, and 

Vocational and adult education, for example – should be mentioned. 

The PO-Raad (Primary Education Council), VO-raad (Dutch Council for 

Secondary Eucation) and MBO Raad (Netherlands Association of Vocational 

Education and Training Colleges) also provided input, as did more than 20 

researchers at Dutch research institutions and universities. The PROO also 

took the results of completed PROO studies into account when producing 

this programme. Finally, insights and recommendations from the PROO 

evaluation conducted in 2009 and from the Nationaal Plan Onderwijs/

leerwetenschappen (National Education/Learning Sciences Plan) of the 

Commissie Nationaal Plan Toekomst Onderwijswetenschappen (Committee 

on the National Future of Educational Sciences) (February 2011) have also 

resulted in substantive and policy-related changes.

This first chapter of the programme brochure describes the framework of 

the PROO’s activities, the considerations for the 2012-2015 programme and 

the focus points in the research. Chapters 2 to 5 describe the four lines of 

research: Educational learning processes and their results, Educational staff 

and school organisation, The educational system and Education’s pedagogic 

function. Chapter 6 contains information about the various grant 

instruments and cycles. Current information about the programme and the 

ongoing study can be found on the PROO website: www.nwo.nl/proo.
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1.2 PROO framework and activities

The framework for the PROO’s activities is covered by the assignment 

the State Secretary for Education gave to NWO in 1995. The PROO was 

established in September 1996 by the NWO’s Governing Board. It falls under 

NWO’s Division for the Social Sciences (MaGW) and is charged with drawing 

up a research programme in the field of educational research. This task was 

established in a covenant in 1998. The cooperation between the Ministry 

of Education, Culture and Science and NWO was renewed in February 2010 

with the signing of an updated covenant. 

 Assignment

In accordance with its assignment, the PROO focuses on fundamental and 

strategic research, applied (medium) long-term research including cohort 

studies, and international comparative studies. The agreement between 

the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science and NWO concerning 

educational research is concluded every four years with the intention of 

implementing a continuous programme. As a result of the renewed 2010 

covenant, and as a supplement to its assignment to draw up and execute 

a research programme, the Ministry may ask the PROO to carry out other 

comparable activities in the areas of programming and assessment of 

educational research for other programmes and projects. Using its position 

in educational research, the PROO also stimulates the coherency and 

coordination of other research institutions’ educational studies wherever 

possible. 

 Field of operation

The PROO’s field of operation comprises preschool education, primary and 

secondary education, senior secondary vocational education, subsequent 

adult education, the progression to higher education and teacher training 

institutes. In previous years, requests have been received from the research 

field to add higher professional education and university education to the 

PROO’s field of operation. At the moment, however, there is no room for 

this. Nevertheless, proposals may be submitted for studies of the policy 

effects of primary, secondary or vocational education on higher professional 

and university education.



7

Basic premises of the Educational Research Programme 2012-2015

 Activities

The PROO has subdivided its 2012-2015 activities into four core areas:

 – a research programme under which research proposals may be 

submitted via open calls and are assessed by peer review;

 – a call for competitive review studies: independent studies of short 

duration intended to provide the PROO with insights into the gaps in 

current knowledge and in programme returns;

 – providing grants for international comparative studies selected in 

cooperation with the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. 

During the current period, for example, this is a study initiated in 

the context of the OECD and the International Association for the 

Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA): Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), carried out by the University 

of Twente, and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

(PIRLS), carried out by the Radboud University Nijmegen. Both relate 

to “group 6 primary education”. These components are not open to 

submission;

 – longitudinal data collection in primary, secondary and senior 

secondary vocational education under the name COOL5-18, performed 

by a consortium consisting of Cito, GION, ITS and the Kohnstamm 

Institute in cooperation with the CBS (Statistics Netherlands). This 

cohort study replaces the previous PRIMA and VOCL cohort studies. 

Meanwhile two additional cohort studies have been started. Pre-

COOL aims to understand the effects of various forms of childcare 

and preschool and nursery education. COOL Speciaal, just as COOL5-

18, follows the school careers of pupils and focuses on special primary 

education and special education.

Finally, as a complement to these activities, the PROO’s participation in 

the European cooperation project Evidence-Informed Policy and Practice 

in Education in Europe (EIPPEE) should be mentioned. This project, with a 

duration of two years (February 2011-2013) and 35 partners participating 

from 23 European countries, aims to create sustainable infrastructures and 

processes for evidence-informed policy and practice in education in Europe. 
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 Programming setup

For this new programme, the PROO has undertaken extensive consultations 

in the field. The responses and ideas received are included in the new 

programme wherever possible. This centres around four lines of study. 

With these lines of study, the PROO emphatically wishes to contribute to 

more evidence-informed or evidence-based education, i.e., to scientific 

knowledge in order to allow education to achieve goals as well as possible.

The PROO has elaborated these lines of study in cooperation with a few 

external scientists. The PROO thanks Prof. Carla van Boxtel, Prof. Mieke 

Brekelmans, Prof. Jules Peschar Emer., Prof. Peter Sleegers and Prof. Dinand 

Webbink for their contribution. 

1.3 Considerations for the Educational Research Programme 
 2012-2015

Since the 2003 programming, PROO has selected lines of study based not 

only on the scientific potential of the research, but also on the research’s 

expected contribution to longer-term solutions to important educational 

problems. The research requirement, as described in various external notes, 

has played a role in the choice and content of the lines of study. With 

this combined scientific and practical approach to the programming, the 

PROO seeks to ensure that fundamental educational research is inspired 

by problems that occur in educational practice. In accordance with the 

Ministry of Education, Culture and Science’s assignment to the PROO, the 

programme provides a venue for (medium) long-term, practically relevant, 

fundamental research in which the focus is on questions of elucidation. This 

is what sets the PROO apart from short-term (demand-driven) educational 

research.

 Programming

The PROO’s intention was to sketch the programme contours in the four 

core areas and not to provide too much detail in advance. This is partly 

due to the rather modest resources available to the PROO. The PROO is 

a relatively small player within the larger field of educational research. 
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To prevent fragmentation and to more strongly emphasise the relation 

between the various subjects and questions, it was decided to focus on four 

central lines of study that form a balance between micro-, meso- and macro-

oriented issues. The PROO has opted for substantive lines of study to remain 

sufficiently aligned with research financed directly by the government. The 

ranking along substantive lines also does justice to the differences between 

the lines of study in knowledge development and educational practice. 

Moreover, a more global sketch of the lines of study was chosen in order to 

allow more latitude for intersecting issues. The PROO once again chose not 

to programme along sector lines: sector-specific issues, especially those that 

play a role in early and in preschool education and in vocational education, 

can achieve strength by being related to and coordinated with other issues. 

Issues within these domains receive explicit attention within the various 

lines of study.

 Funding instruments

In the 2012-2015 programme, the PROO is continuing with the interlinked 

research projects funding instrument, larger-scale grants that increase the 

scope for research depth and correlation. This allows for the financing of 

larger-scale research, with the participation of multiple researchers and/

or the inclusion of multiple research projects. Here, cooperation between 

several disciplines is particularly valued. To achieve a better distribution of 

research over the four lines of study, the maximum grant to be awarded for 

these projects has been brought back to €750,000. The PROO also intends 

to strengthen the internal cohesion between the component projects in this 

manner.

To increase the returns of the fundamental research for both science and 

educational practice, the PROO has again reserved space for independent 

review studies. The need for this sort of overview research has proven to be 

considerable, especially within educational practice. Previously performed 

PROO research may be included in these reviews. The requirement for these 

studies is that they can contribute to evidence-informed education and/or 

policy. Wherever possible, statistical meta-analyses should form the basis for 

these studies. 
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 Funding rounds

In the period 2012-2015, the PROO intends to organise two funding rounds 

for both interlinked research projects and review studies. The first funding 

round for interlinked research projects is planned for the period February to 

November 2012. The first round for review studies will follow in the autumn 

of 2012. 

A second round for both grant instruments will take place in 2014-2015. 

The second round for interlinked research projects may furnish the PROO 

the opportunity, based on previously awarded research and current 

developments, to emphasise more specific points in the programme. 

The PROO also intends to organise one or more funding rounds for module 

research of education cohorts between 2012 and 2015. The basis for this is 

the data collected during the COOL5-18 educational cohort study, which was 

arranged to collect basic data in primary, secondary and senior secondary 

vocational education. With these grants, the PROO wishes to stimulate 

advanced scientific studies within the COOL5-18 objectives.

With these funding instruments, the PROO seeks to provide more room for 

the dynamic and innovative force of research proposals.

 Monitoring

As increased monitoring of the awarded studies proved to be beneficial 

in the previous period, this approach will be continued. This will allow the 

PROO to maintain a good overview of the output promised by researchers, 

of the agreements made, of the study’s productivity, and of the accessibility 

of the results for educational practice.

1.4 Focus points of the research

The PROO wishes to generate proposals that push the research boundaries 

in both a conceptual theoretical and methodical sense, but also in terms of 

impact on educational practice. Proposals must possess demonstrable added 

value in comparison to research funded by the universities’ own budgets: 

the study must be clearly innovative and supplementary. This means that 
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greater attention will be paid to research with a certain risk. The PROO 

therefore considers the following aspects in the study to be important.

 Scientific innovation

The PROO intends to generate proposals for fundamental and strategic 

research that mainly have an empirical and analytical nature. The PROO 

gives priority to projects which capitalise on new methodological and 

theoretical developments and that include a theoretically grounded 

research approach. The proposal and conceptual elaboration must be 

challenging and must be well embedded in cutting-edge international 

developments.

The PROO notes that a significant shift regularly occurs in scientific 

educational research with regard to the method of approach for a given 

issue. The justification for such a change must be explicitly included in 

research proposals too, so as to make it clear that the considerations 

underlying a new conceptual approach to the issue provide more scientific 

perspective than previously used approaches. The value previously 

performed research has, and possibly retains, for the same issue should 

also be stated so as to provide insights into the development of scientific 

knowledge. This scientific reflection is vitally important for coherent 

knowledge development.

 Practical knowledge and possibilities for use

During the programming, the PROO focuses on practical issues in education 

and educational policy as well as societal problems relevant to education. 

How valuable practical knowledge can be used in the research is also 

considered. The PROO invites researchers to include practical knowledge in 

the study where relevant.

The outcomes of fundamental and strategic educational research must also 

demonstrate their value in practice or in policy, even though this may only 

be visible in the longer term. So all research proposals must describe the 

methods by which the research outcomes can be disseminated and used, 

including the possible use of the new knowledge structure in practice. In 

research proposals that capitalise on establishing innovative relationships 
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between concept development and practical innovation, the relationship 

must be made clearly operational and clearly instrumented.

After the award of the grant, the PROO communications adviser will 

contact the main applicant to discuss the plan for knowledge dissemination 

as detailed in the grant proposal. During the course of the project, regular 

discussions will be held in support of the dissemination activities. In the 

proposal, a separate budget should be reserved for the dissemination of the 

study results. 

 Integration

The lines of study show many mutual relationships. In the preparation 

of the programme, care has been taken to integrate the themes in the 

lines of study. These intersections in the programme are particularly 

interesting. The PROO is especially interested in research proposals at the 

crossroads of the various lines of research that clearly incorporate these 

themes. Furthermore, the PROO draws particular attention to the points of 

departure that the lines of study offer for performing research using the 

educational cohort study.
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2 Educational learning processes and their results

2.1 Introduction

The government encourages a more ambitious culture of learning in 

schools and a way of working that is focused on returns. This is evident from 

the Basis voor Presteren (Basis for Performance) action plans for primary 

education published in 2011, from Beter Presteren (Better Performance) 

for secondary education and from Focus op Vakmanschap (Focus on 

Craftsmanship) for senior secondary vocational education (MBO). Execution 

of this policy agenda demands an educational system that sets clear, 

substantive professional goals. These goals can be achieved by motivated 

students who receive education that is tailored to the individual, so that 

students get the support they need and so that all students are sufficiently 

challenged toward better performance.

Schools for primary education, secondary education, preparatory and senior 

secondary vocational education pay much attention, partly stimulated 

by the government, to the development of basic knowledge and skills in 

the areas of the Dutch language and arithmetic/mathematics. Research 

in this area has received a big boost from various grant programmes. 

However, it should not be forgotten that education is also aimed at the 

development of higher-order or complex skills. This concerns both general 

higher-order skills, such as problem-solving capacity, ability to plan, 

research and cognitive control, and domain-specific higher-order skills in 

the areas of language, mathematics, natural sciences, the sociocultural 

and social scientific domain and the vocation-oriented domain. Both 

forms of higher-order skills are important for good school performance, 

and a better understanding of these skills, going from a fundamental 

perspective to application in the classroom, is crucial for their embedding in 

education. With respect to higher-order skills, fundamental and descriptive 

analytical research can contribute to a clear definition of the desired 

developments and provide insight into the particular difficulties that 

certain students have in attaining a specific skill. Effective (professional) 

pedagogies can be identified with intervention studies. This fundamental 

and descriptive-analytical approach can make use of insights from various 

areas of professional interest, including pedagogy, educational psychology, 

cognitive psychology and (neurocognitive) developmental psychology. 
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Consequently, the first research theme in this programme concerns the 

development of insights into and the testing of interventions for the 

development of domain-specific higher-order skills.

Students need to be optimally involved in learning activities to achieve 

good learning outcomes. Besides cognitive and meta-cognitive aspects, 

affective and motivational aspects (such as interest, self-confidence 

and goal orientation) play an important role in gaining knowledge and 

skills. That is because they influence, for example, the effort and time 

students invest in learning and the extent to which they apply higher-

order strategies. A lack of motivation and interest is an important cause 

of lagging results and absence. Specific attention is therefore given to 

motivation-improvement interventions in this line of study.

More output-oriented work demands adaptive education. The 2009-2010 

Education Report from the Dutch Inspectorate of Education (2011) reveals 

that, in primary education, a third of the teachers does not align their 

instructions to accommodate differences among students; in senior general 

secondary education and pre-university education, half of them do not do 

so. Apparently, teachers do not have sufficient information about students’ 

development levels and the underlying (potential) causes of their lagging or 

leading performance. There is a need for good assessment procedures and 

measuring instruments for mapping their progress. However, if information 

is available about students’ performance and development, it must also 

be used. The question here is how education can be better aligned with 

the differences among students. This may involve educational learning 

strategies that are executed by the teacher, such as providing feedback 

or creating individual learning curves based on insight into students’ 

understanding and scholastic level; but especially the use of ICT, such as 

pedagogical agents or providing process feedback in computerised learning 

environments. Progress can be made in this area, for example, by using the 

data that ICT learning environments can record. In previous PROO research 

programmes a lot of attention was given to the potential for innovative 

characteristics of learning arrangements in regard to educational learning 

processes. How such arrangements align with students with various 

backgrounds in such situations has received comparatively less attention. 

Do all students learn equally well in educational concepts that require 

self-regulating skills, which means that students assume more responsibility 

for what is learned and how, where authentic tasks are used or where the 
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focus is on collaborative learning? How can learning environments based 

on these educational concepts be adjusted to individual differences? In this 

regard a broad view needs to be taken in which all children are monitored 

– not only those falling behind – and attention is given to the needs of 

average and excellent students too. The third theme in this line of study 

therefore concerns research into the structure of adaptive education, with 

an emphasis on the role of innovative assessment methods. 

2.2 Theoretical orientation and themes

The aforementioned considerations lead to programming along three 

thematic lines: the development of domain-specific higher-order skills, the 

affective and motivational aspects of learning, and adaptive education.

2.2.1 Development of domain-specific higher-order skills

One way to characterise competence in a discipline is to examine the 

possession of knowledge made up of differing, integrated components. 

First there is knowledge of facts, concepts and procedures in the subject 

discipline, but other higher-order skills also play a role. An important 

feature of these higher-order skills is that they enable the student to 

integrate basic knowledge and to place it in a new perspective. These 

higher-order skills may be of a very general nature and stand apart from a 

specific subject (e.g., being able to plan or cooperate), but they may also be 

very specific to a (type of) domain. 

In the recent past, much attention has been paid to more general 

higher-order skills such as learning to learn, collaborate or present – also 

in educational practice. Furthermore, it has been realised that greater 

attention needs to be paid to the role of domain-specific higher-order 

skills. This concerns skills such as research skills, nature of science, modelling 

skills, design, problem solving, supposition skills, reading literacy and the 

ability to place phenomena in time and place. These skills are central to PISA 

measurements (for example, problem solving is a topic in PISA 2012 and 

scientific literacy is a topic in PISA 2015). They also occupy an explicit spot 

in the examinations programme (see, for example, the NLT examination 

programme; Staatscourant, 27 April 2011). Domain-specific higher-order 

skills are important in every domain. Examples are now given from the 
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natural sciences, human- and society-oriented and professionally oriented 

disciplines.

Within the domain of natural sciences, the general term ‘scientific literacy’ 

can be used to denote higher-order skills. Within this, a number of more 

specific higher-order skills can be distinguished. Research skills concern 

the ability to competently execute activities such as the development of 

hypotheses, carrying out of experiments (including the recognition of 

measurement errors) and the interpretation of data (De Jong, 2006a). 

A clear development component is also present with these skills. For 

example, in principle, both younger and older students can conceive and 

conduct controlled experiments, but younger children do not always do 

this because they have an improper notion of multi-causal systems (Kuhn, 

Black, Keselman, & Kaplan, 2000). There are also clear differences among 

students of varying ages in the development of data interpretation skills, 

and these appear to correlate with the development of higher-order skills, 

mainly with executive functions. ‘Nature of Science’ is the term used to 

denote how ‘science’ is seen. Children often view science as a collection 

of facts, while adolescents gradually come to view scientific knowledge 

as tentative and dynamic (Pluta, Chinn, & Duncan, 2011). ‘Modelling 

skills’ are related to this, that is the capacity to translate knowledge into 

scientific models. This requires knowledge of the nature of models with 

characteristics such as scope, explanatory power and parsimony and so forth 

being important. Being able to design artefacts is another complex skill that 

overlaps to a certain extent with the ability to solve professional problems. 

Components of this include the ability to translate the commonality of 

representations and being able to judge designs and solutions on their 

relevant characteristics. Finally, the ability to reason with key concepts 

(such as ‘conservation of energy’) may be seen as a higher-order skill. 

Another example is the recognition of characteristics such as ‘symmetry’ or 

‘continuity’ in an algebra word problem (Gamo, Sander, & Richard, 2010). 

Within the humanities and social disciplines (such as history, geography, 

economics and sociology) more emphasis is placed nowadays on higher-

order skills than on the direct reproduction of facts. In these disciplines, 

students gain insight into key concepts like ‘change and continuity’, 

‘distribution’, ‘scarcity’ and ‘connections’. Research skills involve the 

selection, interpretation, analysis and synthesis of historical, geographical, 

sociopolitical and economic information. In these disciplines, the emphasis 
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is on informal reasoning (Kuhn, 1991). Conclusions are reached by weighing 

up arguments and evidence. 

In primary education, students learn to connect people and events in Dutch 

history with themes from European and world history. They learn that 

historical sources can conflict with each other and are shaped by time, place 

and social position. In secondary education, students learn to describe, 

compare or explain historical phenomena by asking historical questions, 

contextualising historically, making use of historical concepts and by 

supporting statements with arguments based on historical evidence (Van 

Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). This historical reasoning and thinking is difficult 

for students because often they do not see history as an interpretation but 

as ‘something that happened’. Moreover, they tend to approach the past 

from a contemporary context and find it problematic when information 

sources appear to provide contradictory information.

In professionally oriented disciplines, general concepts and higher-order 

skills also play a role. For electricians and car mechanics, ‘troubleshooting’ 

is a higher-order skill. To a certain degree, craftsmanship is determined by 

identifying the parts where an ‘error’ may be found and by determining 

where the error should first be sought. As an example, CNC programmers 

must be able to visualise a drawing in 3D and because, in contrast to manual 

metal processing, improvisation is not possible they must be able to think 

several steps ahead (Berner, 2009). 

Within this theme, research can be conducted into how the development of 

domain-specific higher-order skills takes place - from fundamental (process 

approach, cognitive/neurocognitive) to applied (individual differences) – 

and on how these skills can be influenced by interventions. The following 

questions apply here:

 – Which higher-order domain-specific skills can be distinguished, how 

do these develop and what are the individual differences between 

these? 

 – How can higher-order domain-specific skills be measured adequately 

and efficiently?

 – Which interventions promote the acquisition of higher-order skills?

 – What are the longer-term effects of interventions on higher-order 

skills in the sense of permanent change and what types of transfer 

can take place between domains?
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2.2.2 Affective and motivational aspects of learning

Motivation is an important predictor of learning performance (Van Nuland, 

Dusseldorp, Martens & Boekaerts, 2010). The effect of motivation on 

learning performance is largely explained by the presence of motivated 

behaviour. Motivated students, in comparison to unmotivated students, 

are more willing to start a learning task or activity, to make the effort, to 

persevere when challenged, to exchange knowledge and to use effective 

learning strategies. 

What motivates students to (want to) learn? Differing motivational 

convictions play a role in this, such as the value that students attach to 

a given educational domain (this can also be influenced by their role or 

status within the group), task or activity, the image they have of their own 

competence (self-efficacy), expectations of success or failure and goal 

orientation. Intrinsic motivation in particular, in combination with sufficient 

self-regulating skills, positively contributes to learning performance. 

Motivational convictions can be influenced in various ways with a view to 

promoting motivated behaviour. Interventions can focus on making the 

relevance of the lesson material or learning activity clear to the student, 

for example, by making use of meaningful contexts or tasks. If the student 

lacks sufficient intrinsic interest then situational interest can be promoted. 

Much research has been done into text characteristics that evoke interest. 

Nevertheless, situational interest can also be promoted in other ways, for 

example, through group discussions, project work, extracurricular activities 

or game-based learning. Situational interest must, however, be continually 

supported. 

The self-determination theory of Deci & Ryan (2000) emphasises the 

importance of the experience of competence, autonomy and social 

connectedness for motivated students. In game-based learning, achieving 

interim results leads to a feeling of competence, something that interests 

the students in exploring additional levels in the game (Oyen & Bebko, 

1996). The experience of autonomy can be promoted by avoiding the use 

of monitored tasks, by allowing the student time to direct the execution of 

the task, by recognising negative feelings and by offering choices. Allowing 

the student to choose to a certain extent – as long as not too many choice 

possibilities are given and as long as these align with the interests and 

goals of the students – can contribute positively to motivation and learning 
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(Katz & Assor, 2007). When students are still at the point of starting a task, 

being provided the opportunity of choice does not always turn out to have 

a positive effect. Collaborative learning in small groups or in a community 

of learners can contribute positively to students’ motivation under certain 

conditions. This will depend, among other things, on the degree to which 

students feel safe within the group, can contribute, and are able to manage 

the execution of the task together. An important question now is why, 

when and under what circumstances certain forms of education lead to 

more or, indeed, less motivation, and how this is connected to the ultimate 

success in completing the assignment concerned.

Current research into interest and motivation increasingly focuses on 

the effects of varying learning contexts. Research into how interest and 

motivation can be influenced by interventions and the effect of learning 

processes and learning outcomes in authentic class situations is still scarce, 

however (Boekaerts & Martens, 2006; Rotgans & Schmidt, 2011). The 

following questions may be studied in the context of this theme:

 – In class situations, what is the effect of factors such as goal 

orientation, appreciation, interests, intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, 

experience of competence, autonomy and social connectedness on 

the quality of learning processes and on learning performance?

 – Which interventions improve the students’ motivation and, thus, 

learning performance?

 – In educational learning situations characterised by authentic or 

meaningful tasks, cooperative learning or self-directed learning, 

under which conditions are students intrinsically motivated and do 

they show motivated behaviour? 

 – How can students’ interests and/or motivation during a task or a 

series of tasks be maintained?

2.2.3 Adaptive education

The term adaptive education is used here in a broad sense, which is not only 

in relation to special needs students (including students who are lagging 

or gifted students), but aimed at all students in primary, secondary and 

vocational education. Adaptive education concerns conscious alignment 

of the educational learning situation with the differences among students 

in the same education group (Blok, 2004). Students differ in sociocultural 

background characteristics, individual characteristics (such as intelligence, 
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sex and social competence), prior knowledge, attitudes to knowledge and 

learning and motivation. These student characteristics partially determine 

the course and results of learning processes. There is empirical support 

for the assumption that aligning the educational learning situation to 

individual or group-related differences contributes positively to learning 

performance, motivation and attitude toward school. The alignment 

may mean that differentiation exists with respect to learning goals, 

learning time, instruction and work forms, didactic approach or learning 

environment and may assume its form dynamically during the education 

learning process or be more structural in nature. More structural forms are 

the development of individual or group paths, working with instruction 

groups or grouping types. 

An important concept in the context of the more dynamic form of adaptive 

education is scaffolding. Scaffolding means that the student gets help 

or support whenever he or she needs it, help aligned with his or her 

understanding and level at that specific moment. Important features of 

scaffolding are the continuing diagnosis of the student’s understanding 

and progress, and reduction of the support depending on the student’s 

progress. However, not all types of scaffolding are effective for all 

students. For example, handing out detailed examples with problem-

solving tasks turns out to be effective for beginners, but is much less so 

for students with slightly more experience (Renkl, 2011). Scaffolding can 

be performed by the teacher (Van de Pol, Volman & Beishuizen, 2010), by 

digital pedagogical agents deployed based on online digital assessment 

procedures (Molenaar, Van Boxtel, Sleegers & Roda, 2011) or by changes 

to the learning environment based on this assessment (De Jong, 2006b). 

The direction of the scaffolding and how it takes form is dependent on the 

(cognitive, meta-cognitive or affective) learning goals and on the type of 

learning environment. Learning environments in which the students are 

expected to be or become responsible for the learning process must connect 

with the level of self-regulating skills. For other educational concepts such 

as cooperative learning and authentic learning, other differences between 

students are relevant, such as prior knowledge or communicative skills.

Increasingly, learning is taking place in more ‘open’ electronic learning 

environments such as simulation-based environments, modelling environ-

ments and design environments. Within a closed learning environment, 

the student’s interaction is quite limited: for example, multiple-choice 
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questions must be answered or word translations must be typed. In more 

open learning environments, the student’s input is much more varied. In 

closed learning environments, providing directed feedback is relatively 

simple, but the nature of the feedback is also relatively simple (the answer 

is either right or wrong). In principle, the richer input of students in the 

open learning environment offers more possibilities for diagnosis and so 

more disparate feedback and types of scaffolding. The analysis of this richer 

input is complex, however, and requires new techniques that present many 

new possibilities. In electronic learning environments, for example, log files, 

data, electronic products (for example, concept maps) and communication 

data (chats) become available that can also be automatically analysed and 

form a basis for adaptive feedback and scaffolding (De Jong et al., 2010).

This leads to the following questions:

 – Which interventions promote the adaptive pedagogic-didactic 

actions of teachers in the classroom and how can this take place 

efficiently?

 – What are the effects of in-class differentiation on cognitive, meta-

cognitive and affective learning output in the class?

 – How can students’ online data be analysed and used to make 

education adaptive?

 – In digital learning environments, how can cognitive, meta-cognitive 

and/or affective scaffolding take place based on online assessment 

procedures and what are the effects of these on learning results? 

 – How can educational learning situations that are embedded in 

educational concepts, like discovering, problem-based, cooperative 

and authentic learning, be aligned with the differences among 

students?
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3 Educational staff and school organisation

3.1 Introduction

Education fails or succeeds with the quality of the teachers. Teachers must 

have the proper expertise in order to get the most from their students. 

Managers and the school organisation must support the staff by the 

deployment of that expertise and its development, possibly in consultation 

with external parties (training courses, advisors, researchers, etc.). 

Professional development of teachers concerns the garnering of know-

ledge, skills and attitudes that are important to make education more 

effective and to innovate (adaptive expertise, see amongst others for 

example Verloop & Kessels, 2006). Professional development of teachers 

must focus on the practice of daily education. That is where students’ 

learning takes place. Knowledge development in the professional develop-

ment domain of teachers must therefore contribute to insight into the 

meaning of this development for the effectiveness and innovation of daily 

teaching practice and how this development can be shaped by the teaching 

personnel themselves and how it can be strengthened by the context in 

which the personnel is active (team, organisation, external cooperating 

partners). In addition, existing differences between teachers in various 

disciplines and in various educational sectors (from primary education to 

teacher training and all school types within secondary education) must be 

taken into account. 

In recent decades, a certain amount of attention has been paid in the 

professional development of teachers to the shift from knowledge transfer 

to the design of learning situations in which the students (together with 

other students) are actively concerned with the subject material. This more 

student-directed education requires teachers to consciously coordinate 

the learning situation with the differences among students – in cognitive 

capacity, motivation, learning methods (with ICT), social confidences, 

cultural background, so that the learning process for the various students 

can concomitantly occur in an optimal manner (see also the ‘Educational 

learning processes and their results’ line of study). This can contribute 

to an improvement in learning performance for all students, to an 

increase in their engagement and identification with school (reduction in 
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absenteeism), and in the level of participation of all future citizens in the 

(knowledge) society (for the latter see also the ‘Education’s pedagogic 

function’ line of study). This line of study focuses expressly on research 

in which professional development is aimed at this aspect of teachers’ 

expertise. This may concern (large-scale) analytical research, design- or 

development-directed research that can result in (controlled) intervention 

and evaluation studies but may also concern experimental research. It 

is important that the research is embedded in education and teaching 

practice, but there should also be attention to sufficient experimental 

control. Considering the time invested in teachers’ professional 

development, longitudinal designs - in which teachers are followed for 

a considerable period of time (at least a few years) - are relevant. As the 

ultimate objective of professionalisation is aimed at optimising learning 

results for students (of any sort), the legitimisation of the research 

requests will also have to be sought in this. This is not per se a design in 

which students’ results are collected, but rather an empirical justification 

demonstrating that the chosen approach can contribute to this. 

3.2 Theoretical orientation and themes

This line of study departs from a conceptual framework for teachers’ 

professional development that includes the entire chain of (a) acting in the 

daily educational practice, (b) interactions with colleagues regarding that 

daily practice, (c) support from the school organisation and management, 

and (d) interventions with the engagement of external parties. This 

context combines the situational approach of teachers’ learning and the 

intervention approach of professional development. This conceptual 

framework connects teachers’ professional development – more strongly 

than usual to date – to the students’ learning process, and presumes the 

(development of the) school management to be an integral component 

in the chain to achieve improvement and innovation in daily educational 

practice.

The current line of study shows similarities on a great number of points 

to the the ‘Educational staff’ line of study in the previous PROO research 

programme. Due to the importance of the quality of education and the 

expected decrease in available potential teachers there is an ongoing need 

to develop knowledge about effective education. In addition to this, the 
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implementation of educational innovation requires ongoing research into 

the development of new capabilities in teachers. The role of the school 

organisation in the professional development of teachers will receive 

greater emphasis, however. In recent years, the government has invested 

a lot of money in helping schools professionalise their personnel policy. 

At the behest of the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, schools in 

all sectors are busy implementing an Integraal PersoneelsBeleid (Integral 

Personnel Policy) (IPB) or strategic personnel policy. It is expected that 

with the implementation of the IPB, teachers will be in a better position to 

achieve educational changes (IPB Bureau, 2005). The empirical justification 

of this, however, has only just started.

In the current line of study, greater importance is also attached to (a) linking 

professional development of teachers to improvement and innovation of 

daily educational practice and, with this, to students’ learning processes and 

(b) the choice of dealing with the differences among students as a focus of 

professional development. It is expected that both of these aspects will be 

treated by all the research questions that are subsequently formulated in 

the context of this line of study. 

In the ‘Educational staff and school organisation’ line of study, four 

related issues are distinguished: 1) individual professionalisation; 2) 

collective professionalisation; 3) school-directed professionalisation; and 

4) arrangements for professionalisation (with external agents). Together, 

these four themes form a programme for developing and testing the 

conceptual framework described above.

3.2.1 Individual professionalisation

The first theme is aimed at studying individual professionalisation practices. 

Individual professionalisation can be studied throughout the entire career, 

in both formal and informal educational settings as well as in the context 

of (initial) educational training, workplace socialisation, educational 

innovation and in daily professional practice (‘learning by doing’). Within 

the line of individual professionalisation, the study of differences among 

teachers – always used here in the sense of teachers in general – provides 

an important source for an improved understanding of professional 

development. 
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Studying the nature of the differences in the actions of beginners/

ineffective practice and experts/good practice (see for example Berliner, 

2001) will not only increase insights into explicit explanatory knowledge, 

but also into the often unconscious procedural knowledge present in the 

routines that teachers have developed in their daily educational practice 

based on years of experience and which are necessary in order to implement 

a particular educational practice. As these routines concern matters 

such as sensitivity to particular (physical and social) situational cues and 

affordances, and with heuristics for making rapid decisions in ambiguous 

situations, it is recommended that – in addition to traditional methods 

(observation, questionnaires and (stimulated recall/video-) interviews) – 

other methods which have become available within other disciplines (such 

as neuropsychology) are also deployed. Eye-tracking and ‘head-webcams’ 

may be considered to gain a better view of the focus of attention in 

instantaneous activity in practice. Psycho- and electro-physiological 

measuring methods to map emotional arousal, and game-based simulations 

offer possibilities to introduce experimental variation in cues, cognitive 

load, degree of uncertainty and individual control, for example. These 

methods make it possible to determine individual, situationally determined 

expertise and its dynamic properties with greater precision and with 

differing indicators.

A second departure point for studying the differences among teachers 

focuses on the process of professional development and concerns 

differences in how teachers work to improve their actions. Concepts such 

as reflection, self-regulation, investigative learning, deliberate practice 

(Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Römer, 1993) or scholarship of teaching (Kreber, 

2006) can be helpful in this respect. Attention to the role that personal 

factors (such as self- efficacy and Big 5) play in individual development 

processes also fits within this line. Adopting this approach will provide an 

understanding of the extent to which expertise (and its development) is 

determined by relatively stable factors.

For the conceptual consideration and empirical validation of the concept of 

professional development, more use should be made (than is now the case) 

of insights based on principles in dynamic systems theory (see for example 

Fogel, 2011), such as those used in other disciplines (e.g., developmental 

psychology and organisation studies) to study learning and developmental 

processes. This could provide greater clarity about how teachers’ thinking 
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and acting in daily educational practice contributes to the development of 

expertise. 

The questions associated with this theme are:

 – How can differences among teachers’ expertise be explained using 

routines developed in daily educational practice?

 – How do teachers’ thinking and acting in daily educational practice 

influence the (differences in) development of expertise?

 – How can the differences among teachers’ expertise be explained by 

how teachers work on their professional development? 

 – Which personal factors play a role in teachers’ thinking and acting 

in daily educational practice and how they shape their professional 

development? 

Studying teachers’ actions in complex daily educational practice generally 

requires an approach from various perspectives (professional, didactical, 

pedagogical and relational).

3.2.2 Collegial professionalisation

As educational innovation has breached the professional structure 

in the curriculum over the past few years, the necessary coordination 

between disciplines and the cooperative development of subject 

material have resulted in increased mutual dependence among teachers. 

This interdependence can have a positive effect on their professional 

development and, by consequence, on the implementation of innovations. 

In a summary of empirical studies of innovation in secondary education, 

Waslander (2007) concludes that teachers who work in an environment 

characterised by a culture of cooperation and joint responsibility for 

tasks and results are better able to continue to develop themselves and 

to implement innovations successfully. Consequently, recent years have 

seen an increased interest in research into cooperation and cooperative 

learning by teachers. There is still little consensus, however, about how 

cooperation best can be studied and how learning can be positioned in this 

(see, e.g., Lima, 2001). The perspectives used to study cooperation differ 

in the specific aspects of their focus. For example, social network analysis 

focuses on the structure and quality of cooperation (Wasserman & Faust, 

1994); interpersonal theory (Horowitz & Strack, 2010) highlights the socio-

emotional aspects of interactions; Little (1990) focuses on the dimension of 
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interdependence on the intensity of contacts among teachers; and social 

constructivism focuses on joint knowledge construction, and identity and 

practice development (see, e.g. Wenger, 1998).

This second theme is concerned with making a contribution to the 

conceptualisation of collegial professionalisation, with attention to the 

dual character of learning and working together and to the nature of the 

activities that contribute to professional development. Research financed 

previously by the PROO revealed that exchanging experiences and ideas 

with colleagues and observing each other’s lessons was an important 

stimulus to experiment with innovations in one’s own lessons. Identification 

with a problem for which a joint solution was sought formed an important 

condition for professional development (Meirink, 2007). The degree to 

which teachers in a team felt connected with each other, collegiality in 

terms of dealing with each other, and the joint knowledge structure were 

found to be important dimensions for characterising the differences in 

cooperation among teams and for formulating directions for further 

development of the cooperation (Brouwer, 2011). Nonetheless, there is 

still a need for knowledge about exactly what it is that teachers do when 

they cooperate, what meaning they assign to that cooperation, how forms 

of cooperation with varying goals, structures, interdependencies and 

interpersonal relationships influence teachers’ professional development, 

and how the process of professional development proceeds over time and 

which factors influence this. 

The questions associated with this theme are:

 – How do the various aspects of cooperation (such as goal, structure, 

interdependencies, interpersonal relationships, joint knowledge 

structure, the focus on learning, type of learning activities) influence 

the quality of teachers’ professional development?

 – Which characteristics of the composition of teacher teams contribute 

to a positive influence on professional development?

 – What is the role of school context in collective professionalisation?

 – How does the process of professional development in teacher teams 

proceed over time and which factors influence this? 
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3.2.3 School-directed professionalisation with special focus on the role of the 

 school organisation and managers 

The third theme is aimed at studies on how the school as a workplace 

influences teachers’ professional development. In both educational policy 

and educational research into school improvement, there is an emphasis on 

encouraging the capacity of schools to change with the goal of improving 

educational quality. Improvement of educational practice is viewed as a 

learning process for teachers that takes place within the context of the 

school as a workplace. Within this theme, the study of the complementarity 

of teachers’ professional development and school development for the 

improvement of educational practice and innovative capabilities is leading. 

Research into the school as a professional learning community and the 

school as a learning organisation reveals that a social architecture in schools 

where collegiality, sharing and cooperation among teachers outside the 

classroom are important, influences teachers’ professional development 

and the improvement of education (Bryk, Camburn, & Louis, 1999; Sleegers 

& Leithwood, 2010). The results of research performed with this systems-

theoretical approach suggest that conditions at school play an important 

role in the schools’ learning and in teachers’ professional development. 

The following conditions are important at the school level: shared vision 

and vision development, a culture of cooperation, self-directing teams, 

participative forms of decision making, periodic reviews of goals and 

planning, systematic feedback and evaluation. These conditions in turn 

point to three sorts of organisational dimensions that are important for 

a school’s learning: structural characteristics, cultural characteristics, and 

leadership. 

Of these three dimensions, good school leadership appears to be vital for 

the professional development of teachers (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & 

Kratwohl, 2004). Here, leadership is increasingly analysed using the concept 

of distributed leadership (Spillane, 2006). This term refers to a broader 

understanding of leadership: leadership is no longer viewed exclusively as 

an institutional role exercised by a person, but refers to a range of activities 

and practices for influencing people that are exercised by various players in 

the organisation. The results of recent research into distributed leadership 

indicate that some leadership functions are important at all levels in the 

organisation and others only at a specific level (Spillane, 2006). 
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Further, research reveals that contextual factors, such as the composition 

and size of the student population, influence managers’ functioning 

(Leithwood & Levin, 2005; Kruger, Witziers, & Sleegers, 2007). By extension, 

the importance of research into the influence of the broader institutional 

environment (school board, school administrators and local politics) on 

educational improvement is also increasingly emphasised. To date, much 

empirical knowledge about successful leadership in education is based 

primarily on research into the role of school leaders in creating internal 

school conditions that facilitate school improvement. Such research does 

not yet include the complex relationships between various system levels 

(national, federal, local, board, school) and players (school administrators, 

directors) and their influence on the design of the school as a workplace 

and on teachers’ professional development.

The aforementioned results in the area of school-directed professionali-

sation are primarily based on small-scale, qualitative studies and cross-

sectional quantitative studies. Several longitudinal studies that provide a 

better idea of the influence of contextual factors, leadership and schools’ 

organisational conditions for the professional development of teachers 

were also performed recently (Heck & Hallinger, 2009). More longitudinal 

research is desirable to gain a better understanding of the dynamics 

and complementarity of school development and teachers’ professional 

development.

The questions associated with this theme are:

 – How are distributed leadership, the cultural and structural 

dimensions of the school organisation and the improvement of 

teachers’ acting in educational practice related?

 – What is the influence of contextual characteristics (school board, 

local policy and other relevant stakeholders) on variations in 

distributed leadership on the one hand and improvement in teachers’ 

acting and educational practice on the other?

 – How does the process of teachers’ professional development within 

schools relate to the development of the school’s organisational 

capacities and forms of distributed leadership? 
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3.2.4 Targeted interventions with an eye to the role of external agents

The recent PROO review study from Van Veen, Zwart, Meirink & Verloop 

(2010) reveals that there is extensive literature on educational didactics, 

but barely any research that has studied its effectiveness, let alone deter-

mined this. Within this theme, it concerns research into the design and 

effectiveness of interventions aimed at the development of expertise, which 

differ in didactic concept. It regards comparing the effect of interventions 

that (in line with the previous three themes) differ in the extent to which:

the intervention is structured more around the development of 

occupational routines than around self-regulation and reflection, and/or 

the intervention is structured toward individual or cooperative learning, 

and/or systematic use of the information available in daily educational 

practice and the scientific literature plays a role in the intervention 

(SOT, DB, practice research – see for example Nationaal Plan Onderwijs/

leerwetenschappen (National Education/Learning Sciences Plan) from the 

Commissie Nationaal Plan Toekomst Onderwijswetenschappen (Committee 

on the National Future of Educational Sciences) (2011) and/or external 

agents (teacher training courses, researchers, advisers, inspection) are 

deployed for the support of the professional development process. The 

nature of the cooperation with teachers and the role teachers must have in 

formulating the goals, content, approach and method of the interventions 

(co-design) is an important point of attention with respect to the role of 

external parties (see e.g. Van Veen et al., 2010).

What teachers learn during a professional career is the sum of the teachers’ 

training, the professionalisation interventions, and the experience gained 

(see Van Veen et al., 2010). According to Borko (2004), this ‘curriculum’ 

is hardly cohesive and considerably fragmented. Research into how the 

relation between the various professionalisation possibilities can be 

strengthened is therefore needed. The results of such research can have 

policy and organisational implications for the current structure and 

cohesion of initial teacher training and for the further professionalisation of 

teachers (see for example the Nationaal Plan Onderwijs/leerwetenschappen 

(National Education/Learning Sciences Plan), 2011). 
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The questions associated with this theme are:

 – How do arrangements based on varying didactic concepts differ in 

their effect on teachers’ professional development?

 – How do the various arrangements differ in their learning activities?

 – Which personal and contextual factors contribute to the difference in 

effect of the various arrangements?

 – How do various combinations of arrangements affect professional 

development? How can the cohesion of these arrangements be 

strengthened?

 – Does strengthening the research component and arrangements (such 

as primary education teachers’ academic training) have an effect on 

teachers’ professional development?
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4 The educational system

4.1 Introduction

Increasingly, education is viewed as a crucial factor in a country’s economic 

performance, in personal development and in the social cohesion of 

its people (Van Elk, Van der Steeg & Webbink, 2011). The Netherlands 

has the ambition to be among the top five knowledge economies, but 

also strives for an educational system that offers everyone adequate 

possibilities for development and supports integration into society. In 

addition to innovation with respect to learning processes, the structure 

and management of the educational system can also make an important 

contribution to increasing the educational yield in terms of goals set by 

parents, students and the government. 

In a previous programme, the PROO programmed a study into the main 

characteristics of the educational system and their effect on important 

outcomes (differentiation, standardisation, vocational orientation and 

possibilities for advancement). Against this background, research is 

currently being conducted by Van de Werfhorst in the PROO project 

‘Characteristics of Educational Systems and the Central Functions of 

Education’ on the impact of differentiation, standardisation, vocational 

orientation and educational career on four important outcomes for 

education – namely, the improvement of equal opportunity, improvement 

of efficient choosing and learning, preparation for the job market and 

socialisation for active participation in society. Building on this, the 

emphasis in the current line of study is on specific aspects of the Dutch 

system and the effect of gradual changes on education’s goals. According 

to the Dijsselbloem Commission’s recommendations, it does not make sense 

to implement big changes in the structure of the Dutch educational system 

at present. A relevant question is therefore how adjustments and shifts in 

emphasis within the existing structure can improve the educational system’s 

results. 

In addition to the structure, the management of education can also 

influence the results. Most recently, policy has been aimed at placing the 

majority of the responsibility for this with the field of education. However, 

testing, supervision by the Inspectorate of Education, supervisory boards, 
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and stimulus measures and rules set by the government, also play a 

role in this management. Under the mottos ‘results-oriented work’ and 

‘evidence-based education’, educational policy choices are stimulated that 

are systematically based on data about the educational process and its 

outcomes and that make use of knowledge about what works in education. 

To what extent such information improves the quality of education, the role 

the government, the Inspectorate of Education and supervisory boards play 

in this, and what the possible undesirable collateral effects are, all merit 

further study.

4.2 Theoretical orientation and themes

4.2.1 The educational structure

The discussion about the content of education will always recur. Should 

education be more vocationally oriented or more academic in nature, 

should it be specialist or generic, and so forth? The Dutch discussion has 

more recently focussed on the importance of language, mathematics and 

the sciences. This is partly a response to the international comparative 

PISA tests among 15-year-olds. The Netherlands seems to have lost a few 

points in the rankings, so more attention to language, mathematics and 

the sciences would appear to be necessary. But what are the effects of 

extra attention at school to maths, for example? The literature suggests 

that people who are good at mathematics are also more successful in the 

job market. But does this also mean that if more time is spent on maths, 

resulting in higher scores, the subsequent success in the job market of that 

particular student will improve to the same degree? In countries that score 

better in science in PISA, students have already spent more time on this 

subject in primary school. Should the Netherlands do this too? Or does less 

attention to the sciences at a young age mean that 15-year-olds’ knowledge 

of this may, indeed, be lower, but that this difference will be compensated 

for later – when increasingly more school time is spent on these subjects 

– such that the efficiency of the school time could be even greater since 

the students are even better grounded in maths and because age may also 

impact the learning process? 

There are also indications that, in addition to these required subjects, there 

are other subjects of great value which may become even more important 
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still. The world is changing quickly and consequently the knowledge and 

skills needed to function successfully are rapidly changing too. What do 

such changes in society and in the job market, in particular, mean for 

the organisation of education? Cunha and Heckman (2007) and Cunha, 

Heckman and Schennach (2010) have called for attention to what they term 

non-cognitive skills such as perseverance, concentration and so forth (see 

also the ‘Educational learning processes and their results’ line of study). 

Based on their estimates, they conclude that these skills, in addition to 

cognitive skills, explain a significant portion of subsequent success in many 

areas. Beyond success in the job market, this concerns better health, less 

criminal behaviour, et cetera. In addition, non-cognitive skills may also 

influence the assimilation of knowledge in later phases of education. Based 

on this, one could expect that a time investment in non-cognitive skills at 

a young age would lead to better school performances later in the school 

career and to more successful results later in life. This begs the question 

again of how parts of the curriculum that students receive during their 

school career should be distributed over the various phases of education. 

The difficulty of research into the effects of changes in the organisation of 

education lies in the fact that, in a given country, there is often no variation 

in system characteristics; even when there are differences among schools, 

these differences in approach are often chosen by the schools themselves 

and are thus endogenous. The number of pre-university students has 

increased in recent years, but the chance of receiving a diploma has 

decreased. Does this mean that the level of education has decreased or 

might these developments be solely the result of changes in the student 

population – i.e. could a selection effect be at work here? As the choices 

that parents and students, but also teachers and schools make are generally 

quite selective, since they depend on the student’s capacities, a comparison 

of the outcomes of students who have enjoyed an education with various 

characteristics quickly leads to results that do not provide a good picture 

of the underlying causal effect. In certain studies, such problems are solved 

on the basis of inter-country comparison (see, for example Hanushek & 

Woessmann, 2009). A disadvantage to this approach is that countries often 

differ from each other in numerous ways, making it difficult to establish 

which aspect is the true cause of differences in outcomes. Consequently, 

what the causal effect of certain well-defined changes in education is 

on subsequent school success and the yield of education later in life 

is increasingly emphasised in the research agenda. Gustafsson (2007, 
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2010) points to a number of possibilities for making causal inferences in 

educational research and for coping with problems resulting from reverse 

causality, selectivity and measurement errors. One example of this is the 

‘difference in difference’ approach in which differences in the timing 

of changes in educational innovations are used to establish effects. The 

use of instrumental variables also offers possibilities. Other researchers 

use changes in regulations or small regional differences in educational 

organisation to establish the effects of organisational education on later 

outcomes (this is known as using regression discontinuities). Lavy (2010) 

compares the performance of students in various subjects and relates these 

to differences in instruction time. Goodman (2009) uses differences in the 

timing of the implementation of exam requirements in United States to 

estimate the effects of extra maths lessons. Joensen and Nielsen (2009) use a 

pilot with more flexible profiles (which can be used as instrumental variable 

for the chance of choosing maths) to estimate the effects of maths on 

subsequent success. Field experiments are also deployed to study the effects 

of system characteristics (Duflo, Dupas & Kremer, 2008). 

There are similar questions for system characteristics such as the flow 

through the school system and the question of which child ends up with 

whom in the class. Here, too, the question concerning the effects of a 

later selection in secondary education was answered in the first instance 

with a country comparison (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2006), but methods 

for determining these effects in the context of the Dutch educational 

system were sought later. Elk, Van der Steeg and Webbink (2011) use the 

differences among cities in traditions for first year secondary school classes 

to estimate the influence of longer bridging periods. Other important 

questions are: what is the influence of combination classes on student 

performance in both the higher and lower group (see Leuven & Rønning, 

2010)? What are the effects of changes to student profiles during secondary 

education on the students’ selection behaviour and what influence does 

being kept down a class have on the development of students? 

In this line of study, specific research is requested into the causal effects 

of specific adjustments to the educational system (such as the timing and 

content of education and the way in which students can advance) on 

later educational success and outcomes after the school career, on the job 

market, on people’s personal development and social integration. Based on 
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current understanding, these adjustments can be expected to be relevant 

and/or receive much attention in the current policy discussions.

The following questions apply here:

 – How can changes in the content of education be related to study 

success later in one’s academic career and to outcomes in the domains 

of the job market, personal development and social integration?

 – What is the effect of specific changes to how students advance 

through the system and are selected on the outcomes of various 

groups of participants?

4.2.2 Managing education

Besides the effects of choices in the organisation of the educational 

system, the management of education is also important to its quality and 

development. In recent years, much attention has been paid to results-

oriented working and evidence-based education. Results-oriented working 

means that schools and teachers use information about learning processes, 

the students’ backgrounds and the results of education in terms of their test 

scores, information about their well-being and their subsequent success in 

later education to gain an idea of whether the education at their school 

meets expectations and whether there are possibilities for the improvement 

of its quality. Evidence-based education refers to policy in which choices 

about educational innovations are based on the available scientific know-

ledge. For questions where there is insufficient knowledge, an approach is 

advocated that first investigates the effects of certain measures on a smaller 

scale before making the decision to execute these at a larger scale. In the 

context of results-oriented working, the Minister of Education, Culture 

and Science plans to institute national tests at the end of the final year in 

primary school and in the second or third year of secondary school and to 

make the use of a student tracking system mandatory. Subjecting young 

primary school pupils to a starting test is also being considered. Within the 

framework of evidence-based education, initiatives have been undertaken 

to improve the dissemination of knowledge and field experiments are 

increasingly being carried out in the field of education. 

One important question is: in what way will this information be used to 

manage education? First of all it can be used by the schools’ administrators 

and teachers to visualise their own functioning and, based on this, to make 
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changes to their working method. Secondly, the supervisory board and 

school inspectors play a role in keeping an eye on schools’ functioning. In 

addition, the government can set criteria that the educational system must 

meet and can make its financing dependent on the results that a school 

achieves. Finally, parents and students have an influence because they can 

choose a school. 

American literature, mainly, points out that the various management 

mechanisms have both advantages and disadvantages. For example, Lavy 

(2002) demonstrates that performance pay for teams in schools has a 

positive effect on the results, but other research in Chicago reveals that 

financing schools based on test outcomes resulted in fraud with the tests 

(Jacob & Levit, 2003) and in biased attention to that knowledge being 

tested for with the students which, in terms of this financing, represents 

the greatest return. This can come at the expense of the students’ broader 

development (Neal 2010). Luginbuhl, Webbink and De Wolf (2009) think 

that inspection visits can have a positive effect on schools’ performance. 

This leads to such questions as:

 – What good methods are there to visualise schools’ results and what 

are the effects of these on a school’s functioning?

 – What influence do various management mechanisms have on sup-

porting quality in education?

 – What are the side effects of such management mechanisms?

Just as with the questions about the organisation of education, causality 

plays an important role here, too. 

Evidence-based education and the dissemination of knowledge about 

what works often proceed slowly. On the one hand, schools and teachers 

appear to use the knowledge that is made available either very little or not 

at all. But on the other hand, it is not always certain whether the available 

information can actually contribute to answers to the questions posed to 

schools. As this dissemination of knowledge is very important, the following 

questions merit further study:

 – How does the chain of knowledge development and use work in 

education? 

 – What influence do bottlenecks in education have on scientific 

research into education? 
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 – In what way are the results of this study made available to education 

and what do they mean to its promotion of quality? 
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5 Education’s pedagogic function

5.1 Introduction

In recent years, a strong emphasis has been placed in education on 

increasing performance in subjects such as language, arithmetic, Dutch, 

mathematics or English. Much effort has therefore been spent on the 

development and evaluation of methods and arrangements for achieving 

these qualifying goals. With this, other educational objectives, especially 

goals of socialisation, are easily overlooked. This concerns goals sometimes 

referred to by the term ‘the pedagogic function of education’. This includes 

educational goals in a broad sense: formative education, socialisation inside 

and outside the school, preparation for functioning in society, citizenship 

and the school’s contributions to societal cohesion. Education, however, is 

also critically assessed on all these issues and the question often rises as to 

whether education contributes sufficiently to the development of students 

in the very context of these broad goals and of how this contribution is 

apparent to society. That is why this line of study has mainly chosen to 

support empirical research into the current state of affairs, research that 

offers insights into the working of particular approaches as well as into the 

underlying mechanisms and explanations at a micro-, meso- and macro-

level. That is the core of this line of study. 

In the last few years, the PROO has explicitly included questions about 

the pedagogic function of education, repeatedly and in various ways (in 

2000-2003 and 2008-2011 with, as emphasis, The Pedagogic Function of 

Education; in 2004-2007 with, as emphasis, Schools and Social Cohesion). 

Nonetheless, relatively little research has been awarded in this field in the 

last 10 years, due to a limited number of applications and a relatively low 

award rate. Consequently, there is no identifiable line of study aimed at 

the degree to which and way in which the educational system achieves its 

goals in the areas of personal formation, citizenship and social cohesion. 

The recently completed PROO research into this issue has, however, 

provided a solid base for further research. To start with, an instrument has 

been developed for measuring citizenship competencies (Ten Dam, Geijsel, 

Reumerman & Ledoux, 2010). In addition, a review study has mapped out 

relationships between the characteristics of educational systems and the 
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non-cognitive results of education (citizenship, deviant behaviour and 

welfare) (Netjes, Van de Werfhorst, Karsten & Bol, 2010).

There is now a clear need for scientifically supported insights into the 

school’s role in socialisation in a broad sense. School policy has changed 

significantly in the last few years. In 2006, it became mandatory for schools 

to have a mission statement to support active citizenship and social 

integration, but not how that must happen. Not much is known about 

this. Recently, on the basis of limited research, the Dutch Inspectorate of 

Education determined that the development of this citizenship education 

is stagnating. Few schools would appear to have an elaborated vision of 

citizenship education and the relationship with citizenship activities is 

largely absent (Dutch Inspectorate of Education, 2010). The development 

of tested protocols to measure the actual progress in citizenship appears 

desirable. In 2007, the social internship for students in secondary education 

was made mandatory. Since 2011-2012, students gain some social 

experience in an extracurricular context. With this, the question becomes 

relevant as to which arrangements contribute meaningfully to students’ 

socialisation (including citizenship) and to what degree - an objective at the 

micro-level. 

Various consultative bodies have also pointed out the importance of 

socialisation and a broad interpretation of educational goals. The 

Onderwijsraad (Board of Education) recently (2011) issued a recommen-

dation requesting a contemporary interpretation of ‘formative 

education’. As a matter of fact, since 2002 the board has published several 

recommendations which emphasise that the socialising function of 

education merited a re-evaluation in the form of formative and citizenship 

components. The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science also considers 

citizenship and formative education to be part of the educational system’s 

primary goals for the knowledge society (OCW Kennisagenda [Ministry 

of Education, Culture and Science’s Knowledge Agenda], 2010, 30 ff.). 

Central to this is the question of to what extent education, culture, 

media and science provide an effective contribution to the formation and 

emancipation of children and young adults (OCW Kennisagenda, 2010, 

43-44). Apparently, the assumption with such a broad idea of education is 

that such effects are also demonstrated. However, this has scarcely proven 

to be the case, certainly not according to the increasingly accepted research 

norm that evidence-based indications or practice-based evidence provide. It 
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is, however, clear that there is a great need for study that uncovers the ways 

in which characteristics of the school and class at the meso-level influence 

students’ social competences.

In an international context, too, the broad socialising goals of education - 

often described as social outcomes – are discussed, named and added where 

possible to the list of relevant indicators (for example the OECD publication 

Education at a Glance, 2010, 152-167). This mainly concerns indicators at the 

macro-level, e.g. social cohesion, for which research has not yet revealed 

how education has specifically contributed.

The fact that more or less concrete policy goals are formulated does not 

automatically mean that it is clear which resources should be deployed 

with which content and that research has been done or will be done to 

determine the extent to which policy goals are achieved. So within this 

line of study there is plenty of room for development/design-directed and 

evaluating research.

 

5.2 Theoretical orientation and themes

Since the arrival of the legal requirement for schools to pay attention 

to active citizenship and social integration, issues that were previously 

discussed under the heading of ‘pedagogic function’ are now mainly seen 

in the context of ‘citizenship formation’. Studies of the literature reveal 

that this has been associated with a broadening of the interpretation of 

citizenship formation (Schuitema, Ten Dam & Veugelers, 2008). Knowledge 

of the functioning of a democratic society is seen as just one objective of 

citizenship formation; the capability and willingness to participate actively 

in such a society (citizenship’s political domain) is just another one of 

several others. Objectives in the social domain such as ‘faith in one’s own 

ability to make a difference in the social environment’ or ‘the willingness to 

take a stand against inequality’ are also included in citizenship formation 

(Geboers, Geijsel, Admiraal & Ten Dam, 2010). Another broadening was 

introduced by Lawy and Biesta (2006). They argue that young people’s 

citizenship should not only be seen as a desirable outcome, but that there 

should also be consideration of the fact that young people participate in 

social life and so, in effect, are already citizens. However, Geboers et al. 

(2010) show in their literature review that this (theoretical) broadening is 
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not yet reflected in the empirical research into citizenship formation, which 

is still mainly focused on the political domain of citizenship. 

Research into the pedagogic-didactic approach of education aimed at 

the social and moral development of students shows that an ‘indirect 

approach’, where the emphasis lies on (learning to) take perspective, 

reflect, actively construct knowledge and interact is more effective than 

a ‘direct approach’, or the teaching of rules and values (Solomon, Watson 

& Battistich, 2001). A plea is also made for fostering citizenship through 

a problem-based approach, with space for dialogue and interaction and 

attention to the formation of opinions and exchange of perspectives 

(Schuitema et al., 2008). It was also pointed out that the school itself can 

be viewed as a suitable place to practice the formation of citizenship (De 

Winter, Schillemans & Janssens, 2006). However, empirical research into the 

relationships between the design of citizenship education and its effects is 

scarce.

This makes it relevant to consider which resources are needed to achieve 

the objectives described above. Exactly which substantive objectives does 

one have in mind? Which facilities can be used to make these objectives 

achievable? In what ways have schools organised themselves and how have 

teachers prepared for teaching students something about this subject? And 

what knowledge and skills do the students actually possess in the social 

domain?

In the meantime, the first results from the PPON polls about citizenship 

formation in elementary education have become available (Van Weerden, 

Hemker, Oosterveld, Van der Schoot, Van Til & Wagenaar, 2010). These show 

that students clearly score lower on – broadly defined – tests of citizenship 

than education experts in that field had estimated. The International Civics 

and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) also showed that Dutch children in 

secondary education generally score lower in citizenship parameters than 

their foreign contemporaries. And within the Dutch educational system, 

prevocational secondary students scored clearly lower than students in 

other forms of secondary education (Maslowski, Naayer, Isac, Oonk & 

Van der Werf, 2010). Further research should provide insight into the 

explanations for these effects.
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It also became clear after several years of intensive cooperation among 

schools, curriculum developers and researchers within the so-called Alliantie 

Scholenpanels Burgerschap (School Panels Citizenship Alliance) that 

significant variances in practice have arisen in dealing with the citizenship 

mission. The extent to which this variation also leads to differences in 

the level of achievement of socialising objectives is not yet clear. A large 

part of the knowledge chain – such as the alignment of vision, objectives, 

curriculum, teachers’ competences and results measurements – has still only 

been studied to a very limited extent. Moreover, a clear need is revealed 

for multiple normalised instruments for evaluating differential objectives, 

coupled with large-scale research (Peschar, Hooghoff, Dijkstra & Ten Dam, 

2010).

Wherever the pedagogic function of education is referred to, mainly 

positive outcomes are (implicitly) indicated, such as citizenship and social, 

well-adjusted behaviour, et cetera. Nonetheless, it is also important to 

explore the extent to which (tendencies toward) negative and antisocial 

behaviour can be reduced. In this respect, interesting developments have 

been reported (Veenstra, Lindenberg, Munniksma & Dijkstra, 2010 among 

others), but more systematic study is desired in this field.

Much research has been performed on the effects of social selection on 

students’ performance, but not on the effects that this selection has on 

aspects of social cohesion (prejudices, social interaction, participation) 

among students. Processes and effects within the school as an organisation 

can be indicated for these issues, but also the school as a social institution 

within the local community of which it is a part. Within the educational 

sciences, the school is usually considered the starting point of the research 

and the impression usually arises that everything is concentrated around 

the school. To understand the relative contribution of the school on social 

cohesion in the social environment, it is desirable to set up the research 

in a broader context - for example, with a neighbourhood as the unit of 

research (see for example Völker, 2005). 

Furthermore, research focused explicitly on education as a social institut-

ion fits within this line of study. The educational system’s method of 

organisation provides more or less space for democratic participation and 

influencing by various groups in the community. The relation between 

the educational system’s method of organisation and the contribution 
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that education as an institution can provide to social cohesion is of high 

societal relevance, but from a scientific point of view there are still many 

unanswered questions (Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2007). A recent PROO 

review study, however, has shown that a relationship does exists between 

the degree of differentiation of educational systems and citizenship results: 

the more differentiated a system is, the lower the citizenship results among 

students. A positive relationship has also been found between educational 

differentiation and welfare (Netjes, Van de Werfhorst, Karsten & Bol, 2010; 

see also the line of study ‘The educational system’). The authors note, 

however, that research into the broader effects of educational systems 

is less detailed and advanced than research into cognitive results. They 

therefore call for research that can shed light on the causality between 

systems and similar results. 

This line of study differentiates three main topics or themes of research 

with which knowledge in this broad field can be deepened. These themes 

are focused on the micro-, meso- and macro-levels respectively, namely the 

broad (social) development of students (micro); the degree to which and 

the way in which schools (can) contribute to that development (meso); and 

the extent to which and way in which education (can) contribute to social 

cohesion (macro). 

As indicated above, the emphasis in this line of study lies less on conceptual 

and theoretical deepening – without this being excluded – than on 

empirical research into the state of affairs, research that provides insight 

into the working of certain approaches and research into the underlying 

mechanisms and explanations at the micro-, meso- and macro-levels. In 

addition to research in which knowledge, insights and skills are probed, 

proposals for studies into actual behaviour are emphatically encouraged.

5.2.1 The broad (social) development of students: micro-perspective

Within the theme of students’ broad (social) development, it concerns 

research into the influence of friends, peers, neighbourhood or social 

networks on citizenship, but also on social or antisocial behaviour or 

bullying. Possible questions are:

 – How does the development of citizenship, but also of social or 

antisocial behaviour or bullying occur for students?
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 – What is the impact of friends, peers, neighbourhood or social 

networks on social development?

 – What is the relationship between (the development of) citizenship 

competences and cognitive performance?

 – Which new instruments can be developed to measure the broad 

social development of students?

Development and the use of longitudinal information form an important 

approach within this line of study. With this, the development of students in 

the intended competences can be better visualised and explained. Consider 

the COOL5-18 cohort study in which measurements in the field of citizenship 

have already been collected (for example Ten Dam, Dijkstra, Geijsel, Ledoux 

& Van der Veen, 2010). But other existing – preferably interdisciplinary – 

longitudinal data sets with relevant measurements about citizenship can 

also be supplemented and, if possible, linked to other databases using the 

education number. The use of synthetic cohorts is also possible in order to 

get information about a longer development period in a relatively short 

time (see, for example, Dijkstra et al., 2004).

5.2.2 How schools (can) contribute to the broad (social) development of 

 students: meso-perspective

This theme entails research that considers how the characteristics of 

teachers, school and class at the meso-level influence students’ social 

competences. Possible questions are:

 – How can citizenship education be designed in curricula and what are 

the effects on social and citizenship competences?

 – What are the effects of certain pedagogic-didactic approaches 

(for example, cooperative learning, homogeneous/heterogeneous 

groupings) on citizenship competences?

 – What roles do teachers play in the acquisition of citizenship 

competences?

 – What is the influence of school and youth culture and of social and 

digital networks on social and antisocial behaviour?

This line of study has a double perspective. On the one hand, attention 

is focused on causal analyses and the evaluation of existing but limited 

practices in education in citizenship formation. Yet on the other hand, 

especially in the area of citizenship and social competences in education, 
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development and design studies can offer insight into how goals of social 

cohesion and formation can be achieved. Which education practices 

(curricula, programmes, scenarios) contribute to the achievement of 

broad social competences and citizenship objectives? The development of 

prototypes and establishment of efficacy is relevant here. So both design 

research and the (meta-)evaluation of existing programmes and practices 

are addressed.

5.2.3 How education can contribute to social cohesion: macro-perspective

Educational institutions are expected to facilitate social interaction among 

various groups of citizens so that social distances become smaller, mutual 

trust becomes greater and informal connections stronger. In this way, 

education could contribute to the production of social and economic 

welfare. Possible questions are:

 – How can social cohesion be measured at the micro- or macro-level in 

such a way that the effects of the school can be established?

 – Which forms of school activities contribute to social cohesion?

 – What is the effect of citizenship competences on a person’s position 

in the job market?

 – What is the effect of selection moments on citizenship competences 

and social cohesion?

Now that macro studies have established a relationship between 

characteristics of educational systems and non-cognitive returns, a next step 

is to investigate to what extent variation in institutional context also leads 

to individual or group differences in students’ (citizenship) competences. 

Applications for (international) comparative studies in this field are strongly 

encouraged, both on the basis of the analysis of existing data and on the 

expansion of existing data with relevant instruments in order to increase 

insight into the pedagogic function of education.

Although some research has been performed into social cohesion within the 

school, little is yet known about the relevant conditions for its production 

and about the potential negative effects of too great a degree of social 

cohesion. For this reason, in addition to recording the relevant school 

and context characteristics in multilevel analyses, measuring explanatory 

characteristics at a context level is also desirable. Research into social (and 

digital) networks at the levels of class, school and/or neighbourhood and 
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their effects on social cohesion (neighbourhood), but also on social and 

antisocial behaviour is encouraged.
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6 Grant instruments

6.1 Introduction

This chapter addresses the various grant instruments with which the PROO 

will commission research. In addition, attention is also paid to monitoring 

the awarded research and to the dissemination of knowledge. The chapter 

closes with an instruction for the submission of proposals via IRIS.

As a general rule, applicants may only submit proposals for research within 

the thematic lines of study established by the PROO such as are described in 

the previous chapters. Research proposals for interlinked research projects 

projects are especially welcome at thematic intersections. In this last case, 

researchers should indicate which themes are concerned. When proposals 

are submitted by a combination of multiple disciplines, this element will 

receive a positive weighting along with the assessment. Research proposals 

concerning an issue described in a line of study that are not focused on the 

selected themes will not be considered, nor will research proposals covering 

subjects outside the PROO’s field of operation (see Chapter 1 for this).

It is up to the applicant to justify why an application fits within one or more 

themes. The application form provides space for this in a separate question.

6.2 Instruments

For the 2012-2015 research programme, the PROO is using the interlinked 

research projects and review studies grant instruments. Separate from this 

programme, the PROO also strives to issue one or more funding rounds for 

advanced research in this period in the context of the COOL5-18 cohort study 

under the name of Educational cohorts module research. 

 Interlinked research projects

Applications for interlinked research projects may be submitted with a 

maximum duration of four years and up to €750,000 in size. These 

conditions ask for larger interlinked research projects, with the 

participation of multiple researchers and/or consisting of multiple project 
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parts. In this latter case, the project parts are closely connected and 

contribute jointly to answering the central project question. A proposal for 

interlinked research projects comprises a description of the central research 

question, the theme, the relevance of the entire research proposal, the 

cooperating partnership and any research projects that this may encompass 

along with how this will answer the central research question. 

The duration of PhD students’ appointments is, in principle, a maximum of 

four years. A part-time appointment (a minimum of 0.8 fte) is possible, as 

long as this is requested at the time of submission. Any costs for changes 

to the extent of the appointment at the time of or after the start of the 

research will not be covered by NWO/PROO. 

The duration of postdoc researchers’ appointments is, in principle, 

a minimum of one year and a maximum of four years. A part-time 

appointment (a minimum of 0.5 fte) is possible, as long as this is requested 

at the time of submission. Any costs for changes to the extent of the 

appointment at the time of or after the start of the research will not be 

covered by NWO/PROO. 

 Review studies

The PROO will continue review studies, the grant instrument used in the 

previous period. These are short duration independent exploratory or 

overview studies of published and unpublished literature about subjects 

that are important to educational practice and policy and for which no 

summary articles exist. With these, the PROO aims to obtain insight into 

the gaps in existing knowledge. In addition, this instrument offers the 

possibility of performing exploratory studies or overview studies of subjects 

important to educational practice and policy. 

A maximum grant of €50,000 is available for a review study. The maximum 

duration is twelve months. One component of the study is the publication 

of a publicly accessible summary and/or the organisation of a practically 

relevant seminar that focuses on directions with which educational practice 

can be (further) improved. The PROO’s communications adviser can 

provide support for the elaboration of plans for the communication and 

dissemination of the research results. 
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 Educational cohorts module research

In 2007, a new educational cohort study started with the name COOL5-18. 

This cohort study was set up for basic data collection in primary and 

secondary education and senior secondary vocational education. The 

PROO plans to organise a few funding rounds between 2012-2015 for 

educational cohorts module research. This concerns grants for advanced 

scientific research within the COOL5-18 objective. With this, the PROO 

offers researchers the possibility of further studying certain developments 

within and among the COOL cohorts (and possibly other cohort studies). 

Information about COOL5-18 can be found at www.cool5-18.nl and 

www.nwo.nl/proo.

6.3 Funding rounds and budget

Two funding rounds are planned for interlinked research projects – one in 

2012-2013 and one in 2014. In the second round, the PROO may explicitly 

invite researchers to submit proposals for those programme components 

for which few or no grant proposals were awarded in the first round. In the 

second round, other emphases may also be applied, for example, on the 

basis of interim reports from research grants awarded in the first round. 

Funding rounds for interlinked research are conducted in two phases: 

submission of preliminary applications and submission of full proposals. The 

PROO also organises two funding rounds for review studies, with only full 

proposals. The first round starts in the autumn of 2012, the second round in 

2014. 

A budget of around €9 million is expected to be available for the inter-

linked research projects and review studies for the programme period 

2012-2015. The procedures for submission, assessment and decision-making 

will be described for the various grant instruments in the respective calls for 

proposals.
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6.4 Post-award

 Track record of main and co-applicants

Applicants must have correctly finished any research previously financed by 

the PROO. If this is not the case then the PROO can only decide to award a 

grant after receiving and accepting a well-founded explanation from the 

applicant. Questions that arise here include:

 – Was the research started within the prescribed period?

 – Was the grant period completed within the term intended by the 

application? Were any possible delays communicated in a timely 

manner? Has the final report been drawn up and established and has 

the financial justification been submitted?

 – Has the expected scientific output been delivered? If not, what is the 

reason for this and has it been made evident whether and, if so, how 

it will be delivered?

 Knowledge dissemination

For new awards, the PROO communications adviser shall discuss the 

communication plan drawn up by the applicants and shall be closely 

involved with non-scientific dissemination activities during the duration 

of the research. Dissemination and valorisation of relevant knowledge 

within the field of education are also focal points here. Nevertheless, the 

main applicant still bears the primary responsibility for the dissemination of 

knowledge to educational practitioners and education policy. 

The PROO will continue the communication and dissemination policy it 

started in 2010-2011. This means that the PROO itself will not try to reach as 

many categories of the public as possible, but will seek cooperation with a 

number of strategic partners in the field. That is because not only do these 

parties know better who their audience is, but they also have channels 

available to achieve this. In this context, the PROO maintains contact with 

Didactief, Leraar24, Nederlands Jeugdinstituut, Nederlandse Taalunie, 

Stichting Lezen, ecbo and Kennisnet, among others. There is also frequent 

contact with the information departments of universities. Where possible, 

the PROO will expand these cooperative relationships in the future. The 

PROO will also continue to use its own communication channels such as the 
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PROO Alerts (with more than 700 subscribers in the fall of 2011) and the 

NWO and PROO websites.

For scientific dissemination, the researchers have their own channels, of 

course. In that respect, within the Netherlands, conferences such as the ICO 

Toogdagen (Open Days) and the Onderwijs Research Dagen (Educational 

Research Days) (ORD) can be cited. Each year the PROO invites a research 

group to organise a symposium during the ORD and the Conference of 

the American Educational Research Association (AERA) in the US. The 

AERA Conference, in particular, offers PROO researchers the opportunity 

to present the results of their research to a broad, international, scientific 

audience.

 Interim reports

Due to the NWO grant conditions and the policy of MaGW, a progress 

report is requested halfway into the course of the study. This interim report 

serves as a justification of the awarded grants and is also used by the PROO 

for monitoring the current research programme. 

In this report, the main applicant is expected to report on the research 

conducted to date with respect to the original approach and planning. 

What has been done concerning knowledge dissemination and transfer 

must also be made clear. The main applicant must also indicate how the 

research will be conducted in the second phase. The written report must 

be approved by the PROO. The PROO may make suggestions here for 

improving the connection with the PROO programme. Continuation of the 

awarded grant is dependent on approval of the interim report.

 Final report

No more than three months after the end of the grant period, the main 

applicant must draw up and submit a final report and financial justification 

in accordance with the General Terms and Conditions of NWO Grants. 

All scientific output - named as such in the application and acquired up 

until that point in the context of the project – must be included. The main 

applicant must also draw up a detailed planning for the delivery of the 

remaining scientific output. After approval of the final report, the grant 

period ends and the final grant is established.
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 Scientific output

The research will only be considered to be successfully completed once the 

scientific output referred to in the application has been delivered to the 

PROO. For dissertations and reports, 15 copies must be sent to the PROO 

secretariat. All other publications must be submitted electronically in their 

definitive form. All publications should be entered in IRIS by the applicant.

The PROO can only substantiate research in terms of content if the output is 

available. Should the delivery be delayed due to circumstances beyond the 

main applicant’s control, the opportunity to submit this within a reasonable 

period will be provided. This will cause the substantiation and the financial 

completion of the project to be suspended.

If the main applicant has not delivered within the deadline and force 

majeure has not occurred then the research will be substantiated on the 

basis of the final report. The research will then be considered as not having 

been successfully completed. This may result in the last grant payment 

not being issued. Moreover, this may have consequences for future grant 

awards for research proposals submitted to the PROO.

 Presentation of results

At the end of the programme period, the PROO may decide to organise a 

meeting in which all studies are presented that were carried out under the 

research programme. The focus of the meeting is the contribution to the 

realisation of the PROO Research Programme 2012-2015 and receiving input 

for new programming.

6.5 Financing

Grants are awarded to the main applicant, in principle for the first half of 

the research. Upon award, the PROO may ask for adjustments to the budget 

if deemed necessary. Continuation of the grant is dependent on the PROO’s 

approval of the progress report.
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Payment of personnel and material costs takes place according to the batch 

schedule mentioned in the award letter. The final payment will be issued 

after approval of the final report and financial justification.

6.6 Assessment criteria

 Acceptability criteria

The PROO secretariat will check whether the application fulfils the 

following formal requirements:

 – Has the proposal been submitted via IRIS in a timely manner?

 – Has the proposal been drawn up in English?

 – Has the required form been used?

 – Have all questions been answered?

 – Has the maximum number of words been exceeded?

 – Does the requested research formation meet the criteria?

 – Is the main applicant an established researcher with a PhD, tenured 

at a Dutch university or academic institution?

 – Do the main applicant and co-applicants meet the criteria for track 

record? (see below)

 

 Main and co-applicants’ track records

The track record concerns the main applicant and co-applicant(s) and 

provides insight into their qualities and/or experience as researchers, but 

need not concern the topic of the request. The track record is expressed in 

terms of scientific publications. 

 Senior researcher, member of a research school

If the main applicant is a member of a research school, the same 

publications may be listed that have been used for the membership, with 

the caveat that there must have been at least five publications accepted by 

that particular research school in the past five years.

 Senior researcher, not a member of a research school

If the main applicant is not a member of a research school then five 

publications, submitted in the last five years, which meet the requirements 

set by a research school in a related field must be listed. The main applicant 
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should indicate which guidelines have been used from which research 

school for drawing up the track record.

 Junior researcher, not (yet) a member of a research school

Membership of a research school implies that the main applicant holds a 

PhD and has been appointed for at least five years. If the main applicant 

cannot yet fulfil this term requirement then the following rule applies from 

the moment of appointment: an average of one publication per year for a 

minimum of three years. 

 Scientific evaluation criteria

Admissible proposals will be evaluated (by judges and evaluation 

committees) based on criteria in five categories: 

 – Track record

 – Publication record

 – Quality of the research group

 – Scientific quality

 – Elaboration of the problem statement 

 – Design and methods

 – Multidisciplinarity

 – Organisation of the research

 – Feasibility of the research

 – Scientific significance 

 – Scientific importance

 – Originality 

 – Scientific added value 

 – Expected scientific output

 – International orientation (optional)

 – Strategic significance

 – Programmatic significance

 – Relevance for educational practice and/or policy

6.7 Considerations for prioritisation

In addition to quality criteria, the PROO also lets substantive and policy-

related considerations play a role in the prioritisation of proposals that have 

been qualified as grant worthy.
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Substantive considerations:

 – Does a proposal provide a contribution of interest to (a part of) a line 

of study in the PROO’s research programme?

 – Does a proposal contribute to the build-up or preservation of 

necessary expertise? In other words, does it provide added value with 

respect to research funded by the universities themselves?

Policy-related considerations:

 – Budgetary grounds

 – Distribution of proposals across the lines of study

 – Urgency of execution of the research.

6.8 Submission via IRIS

All requests must be submitted via IRIS, the NWO electronic submission 

system. Applicants must have their own accounts. See the IRIS website: 

www.iris.nwo.nl. Applicants may authorise others for their account. 

Technical questions should be addressed to the IRIS help desk (the PROO 

secretariat cannot help you with these). The help desk can be reached on 

weekdays between 11 a.m. and 4 p.m. on 0900 696 4747. This number can 

only be reached from within the Netherlands.

Applications remain linked to the account of the person who submits 

the application. This cannot be changed later. This means that all 

correspondence about the application is addressed to the owner of the 

account from which the application originated.

 General

You should not wait until the last minute to submit an application via 

IRIS. Server congestion or technical problems may hinder the successful 

submission of an application or even render this impossible. Applications 

may be submitted via IRIS from the moment the call is issued.

All applications are to be made using the mandatory application 

form. These forms will be made available in good time on the 

PROO website (www.nwo.nl/proo) and the NWO grant guide 

(www.nwo.nl/subsidiewijzer). 
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