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(Ladies and gentlemen,  

(Dear Guests,) 

(Dear Dirk, Tracey and colleagues from the OECD team  

Dear Colleagues from the Flemish ministry)  

 

I am very proud that the OECD gave us the opportunity of co-hosting this conference. It was 
a nice experience and a real pleasure of organising the conference, together with the 
colleagues from the OECD. 

Now, at the end of this conference, we can look back at a very interesting and inspiring 
event. I hope that it has also been worthwhile for you, that you had the chance to share 
experiences and ideas and can go home with a lot of new ideas and inspiration for further 
discussions.  

Allow me to share with you what - from my point of view - are the main conclusions of this 
seminar.  

It became once more obvious that we live in diverse and complex situations and that this 
complexity is here to stay. We just have to cope with it. It is evident that the models of 
governance we are used to, do not fit anymore. We must look for new ones. But since those 
new models are still to be implemented or even invented, we stick to the old ones with all 
their inconveniencies.  

In fact we are in the middle of a process of change or as Graham Donaldson stressed, we are 
confronted with a shift in paradigms. We must try to gradually adapt to the changes and 
move away from our trusted ways of working without losing our values. In such a context, I 
very much welcomed the approach of Maartijn Van der Steen. He brought together in a 
quadrant, the old and new contexts that influence governance and explained how those 
new contexts can be used to reframe the governance models we are working with.  

Tracey Burns gave an overview of the solid results of the project on governing complex 
education systems. The general principles that came out of the project are excellent starting 
points for discussing new models of governance. It is clear that the GCES-project is about 
education, but that the governance challenges we encounter are not limited to education, 
but can be observed throughout society. It is clear that states and central governance 



2 
 

systems will have to change, but stakeholders will also need to adapt to new, emerging 
governance models. 

More generally speaking, change is a process that needs time, time in which we must 
gradually “move from faithful implementation towards strategic exploration” (Graham 
Donaldson). Planning the future requires vision and imagination. 

During the workshops some general lines emerged. 

1. Invest in capacity building and professionalism of stakeholders 
Giving stakeholders a prominent position in governance, implies that we must invest 
in their capacity building. And in doing this, we must ensure that they respect the 
professionalism of other key players. Giving parents for example a stronger voice in 
governance does not give them a permit to criticise or question the expertise of 
teachers. It is crucial that in the participatory process the roles and responsibilities 
are clearly defined for the different levels of governance and the diversity of 
stakeholders. It is equally crucial that we underpin the alignment of roles and 
responsibilities with measures that strengthen the capacity building of the different 
stakeholders in assuming their proper roles and responsibilities. The participation of 
stakeholders in policymaking can improve the quality of policy proposals. It can also 
ensure the implementation of these proposals by making them better adapted to 
peculiar situations and by raising ownership of and responsibility for the measures 
involved. 

2. Clarify the possible outcomes of the participatory process 
If we want to guarantee that stakeholders continue to commit themselves to 
participate in governance, we need to clarify what they can expect as a result of their 
commitment. The outcome not necessarily fits with what stakeholders hope to 
realize. Here again a good alignment of responsibilities is at stake and a clarification 
of what can come out of the process. Paramount however is feedback and 
communication throughout the process and at the end of it.  

3. Keep track of what people think and need when drafting policies 
How can we ensure that we also reach those who don’t easily speak up? Even 
though new technologies can reach a lot of people, social media do not seem to give 
us the solutions we are looking for. I am convinced that new technologies combined 
with a strong research design are a very powerful tool to give voices to citizens and 
to be able to compare and balance different views and measuring their importance.  
But a lot of work still needs to be done in stimulating those who never take the floor 
to also participate and express what they want and dream about. 
When we speak of direct consultations of citizens, we may not forget the role of 
professional stakeholders, or what we call the civil society, in sharing and advocating 
the views of their members. Unfortunately, in the new governance models that have 
been presented during this conference, the role of the civil society was missing. 

4. Highlight the role of the state in education governance systems 
The state in the new governance models will not be the same anymore. It must be 
open to stakeholders, stimulate participation, engage in and try to reach solutions in 
discussions and dialogue. 

5. Stress the importance of evidence in policymaking  
Descriptive data, field information, research results on what works and how it works 
are more than ever needed to make sound policies. Policies must not be completely 
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based on evidence. Research never explains 100% of variance and cannot be used in 
a mechanistic way.  Policies therefore must be informed by evidence. If we want 
stakeholder involvement and participation to be fruitful in feeding and even creating 
policies, policymakers have to rely on data and research results during the 
discussions with stakeholders. But also stakeholders need to be competent users of 
research findings. If research results are used correctly, they can support the 
resolution of conflicts and help to transcend particular interests. Stakeholder 
involvement can easily result in conflict of interest. Trying to reach consensus by 
using data and research is not an easy, but the only way out of it. But even if 
reaching consensus is the ultimate goal, making difficult decisions will also be part of 
the job. And in making those decisions, research evidence can also prove to be 
valuable. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Governance in complex systems requires high degrees of professionalism embedded in a 
professional culture. Graham Donaldson highlighted their importance. He also stressed that 
in an education context leadership is more than governance and must be based on 
collaborative partnerships. Fear is never a good advisor. We must rely on creativity and 
shared values. 

For having contributed to “the lessons learned” during this conference, I, first of all, want to 
thank the OECD. As the GCES-project draws to a close, I sincerely hope these topics will 
remain on the CERI-agenda. I understood this will be the case with the new project on 
Strategic Education Governance and I already look forward to the next steps.    

I would also like to particularly thank everyone who has been involved in the Flemish case 
study on meeting national targets in decentralized systems. I am very grateful to all the 
stakeholders who have shared their experiences with the OECD team. I would also like to 
thank the OECD team and in particular Rien Rouw, for their efforts to interview a wide 
variety of stakeholders and for their thorough analyses and the challenging 
recommendations they have formulated.  Different partners involved have stated that we 
can learn a lot from this report as it gives us very profound and useful ideas for the future 
development of our system of attainment targets and the governance of our education 
system in general. The report has been presented and discussed in the Flemish Parliament 
last week. Yesterday afternoon, we had a very lively debate in the Flemish session and I 
hope we will all keep in mind the OECD recommendations when taking the next steps in 
modernizing our system of attainment targets.  

I would also like to extend a warm thank you to all the colleagues of the OECD and the 
Flemish Department of Education and Training who have helped to make this event a 
success. Planning and logistics are always challenging, so I’m glad that we succeeded in 
organising a smooth running conference.   

Finally, I would like to thank you, our guests, for attending this conference so numerously 
and for reflecting with an open mind on this complex issue of governing education systems. 
I hope that those of you who travelled to Brussels for this conference, enjoyed your stay and 
I wish you all a safe trip home.  


