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Introduction  

Across the OECD, enormous effort and investment has aimed to reinforce the quality, production and use 

of education research in policy and practice. Despite this, strengthening the impact of research in education 

policy making and practice remains a challenge for many countries and systems. The OECD/CERI 

launched the Strengthening the Impact of Education Research project in 2021. The Netherlands and 

Belgium (Flanders) expressed interest and provided voluntary contributions to the project to organise two 

learning seminars in 2022, where the first learning seminar took place in the Hague in June 2022. This first 

seminar focused on the knowledge infrastructure and the use of research in policy making in the 

Netherlands and presented some key insights from the OECD’s 2021 policy survey (see background 

document produced for the first seminar). Countries came together to share and discuss their practices 

around facilitating the use of research in education policy and decision making. This paper provides the 

background for the second learning seminar in Flanders, where the discussion will delve deeply into two 

themes that started to emerge in the first seminar: human resource strategies to build collective civil service 

professionalism, and stable structures for a cumulative knowledge base. 

The first section describes the scope of this second seminar and discusses the two themes through which 

the systematic and quality use of research in policy making will be examined. Section two provides new 

data from the project’s policy survey, exploring Ministries’ responses in relation to: resources for facilitating 

research use; how policy makers, access, use and evaluate research; and accessibility of research. 

Section three discusses briefly some features of the Flemish “knowledge infrastructure” in education and 

presents the case that will be discussed during the seminar.  

Part I. Scope of the seminar 

Emerging themes from the first seminar 

2022 Learning seminars – Key questions 

1. How can we develop individuals’ skills and capacity for a systematic and quality use of 

research in policy making? What structures and processes support this? 

2. How can we develop a culture and mindset for a systematic and quality use of research in 

policy making? What structures and processes support this? 

In the first seminar in the Netherlands, participants mapped the drivers of and barriers to the systematic 

and high-quality use of research. Based on these ideas, they sketched initial strategies to reinforce the 

quality, production and use of research in education policy making. These strategies were developed along 

two main themes:  

1. Human resource strategies to build collective civil service professionalism 

This theme relates to developing individual and team competences within a ministry to use research. It 

emphasises the collective aspect of civil service professionalism, and its links to the skills and capacity of 

other stakeholders, such as researchers and brokers. 

2. Stable structures for a cumulative knowledge base 

This theme pertains to developing a culture of research use through establishing or strengthening 

structures that are necessary for building a cumulative knowledge base. These structures can enable 

processes that feed research evidence systematically into decision making. While the primary focus is to 
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enable a systematic use of research within the ministry of education, the structures naturally extend beyond 

the ministry (for example, platforms for dialogue among stakeholders).   

Focus of the seminar in Flanders 

The second seminar in Flanders will further the reflections of the first one in three ways. We invite 

participating countries to explore and reflect on their practices through the lens proposed below. 

1. Including the perspective of other stakeholders 

A more diverse set of participants from within and beyond the Ministry, in particular the perspectives of 

researchers and higher level policy makers, in a few sessions will allow for a better understanding of the 

different interests, the opportunities and barriers to producing and using research, and the related strengths 

and gaps in skills and capacity. Thus, we propose to involve a few researchers, policy advisors and 

potentially one or two teachers or school leaders.  

While there are important benefits to inviting diverse stakeholders, working with a diverse group also 

carries at least two risk factors. First, the debate can become too focused on the topic (standardised testing 

in the Flemish case), rather than on the use of research in the process. This risk is important in Flanders, 

given that introducing standardised testing is highly political and strongly debated. Second, the core 

participants of the seminars – primarily civil servants in analytical and policy units of the ministry – may not 

feel able to speak as freely about certain challenges as would be necessary to move forward. These risk 

factors could be mitigated by having a greater diversity only in a part of the seminar (first day morning) and 

preserve a “safe space” for the rest of the time, and by carefully preparing and moderating the 

presentations and discussions. 

While it is the most straightforward to invite different stakeholders from Flanders, we would also like to 

encourage other participating countries to reflect on the possibility of including one person in their 

delegations with a different profile or a different sector (to allow for cross-sectoral learning). Delegations 

should however feel comfortable with involving these participants in the entire seminar.  

2. Deepening the understanding of the two main themes along a few dimensions 

The seminar will further develop the details of the two main “products” – civil service HR strategies, and 

stable structures – elaborating these along a few key dimensions that started to emerge in the Netherlands. 

In both themes, participants will also discuss how we can make use of already existing tools in a systematic 

way. 

With respect to the HR strategy, we propose to focus on the following elements: 

Developing and harnessing individual and collective competences  

All participating countries have a variety of tools and strategies to develop policy makers’ competences. A 

systematic enquiry into these based on a common framework would allow participants to map the strengths 

and weaknesses of these tools and borrow ideas from other countries to complement their own tools. The 

European Commission recently developed a competence framework for policy makers (and one for 

researchers) with a specific focus on evidence use (Schwendinger, Topp and Kovács, 2022[1]). Countries 

can present and reflect on HR initiatives (e.g. professional development, career paths and other HR tools) 

using the cluster “Working with evidence” of the competence framework. 
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Leadership for creating a culture and capacity for research use 

Formal leaders (e.g. of analytical / knowledge and policy units as well as of HR in ministries) play a key 

role in developing a culture and capacity of research use. The seminar can explore leadership 

competences and practices that relate to improving research use, such as allocating time for research, 

and providing appropriate support.  

In addition, leadership extends to the set of influences emerging from interactions. In this sense, facilitating 

thoughtful engagement with research requires regularly identifying key actors (formal and informal 

leaders/influencers, individuals and organisations), and exploring and strategically investing in their 

interactions. The seminar can thus look into such practices of “networked leadership”. 

Regarding stable structures, we propose to focus on:  

Long term research strategy 

Building on the Norwegian and Finnish cases presented in the Hague, this seminar can work on exploring 

the forms and content of such a strategy, and its links to other structures and processes. For instance, how 

does the research strategy relate to policy and research evaluations, to the training of policy makers, and 

to stakeholder engagement. Participants can also discuss challenges and strategies related to its 

successful implementation.  

Dialogue platform – how to build constructive dialogue and consensus 

The seminar can further specify how to construct a dialogue platform that allows not just for stakeholder 

engagement, but also for building a cumulative knowledge base in education research and work towards 

consensus in decision making. Countries can share good (and bad) practices and map the necessary 

conditions for such a platform to work. 

3. Testing new ideas and tools through simulation and role play 

The seminar will venture into the “testing” phase of design thinking. Although testing the complex “products” 

developed is not possible in this setting, some elements can be tested through simulation. In particular, a 

debate involving several stakeholders can be simulated and role-played. The simulation could build on 

consensus-building methodologies developed for eliciting expert knowledge such as Delphi and Nominal 

Group Technique, and other methods of constructive dialogue facilitation such as learning conversations 

developed in the context of research-practice partnerships (Brown, 2018[2]; Earl and Timperley, 2009[3]). 

The aim of testing would be dual: becoming familiar with such methods; and exploring the feasibility of 

applying them for evidence-informed policy making. 

Part II. Policy context: New data from the OECD policy survey  

The OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey – conducted from June to 

September 2021 – collected data on the mechanisms used to facilitate research use in countries/systems. 

Overall, 37 systems representing 29 countries responded to the survey. The follow up interviews 

demonstrated that respondents used various definitions of policy makers when responding to the survey. 

Some associated the term with high-level ministry officials whereas others took a broader view, considering 

all those working at the ministry of education, as well as individuals in the executive and legislative 

branches of government (see Box 1 in the Netherlands background document). As a result of the different 

understandings, comparisons between systems in policy survey data should be made with caution. 
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The first background document presented a short analysis of relevant policy survey data. In this section, 

some additional data from the policy survey is presented.  

Human and financial resources for facilitating research use 

An important aspect of fostering a culture of research use is the availability of resources. The survey 

explored ministries’ responses concerning the availability of human and financial resources for using 

research both in policy and in practice. Table 1 examines the individual responses of Flanders, the 

Netherlands, Finland, Norway and Ireland and compares their responses to specific statements on 

resource availability to the average of surveyed systems. Overall, the survey shows that countries 

frequently agree that there is sufficient soft infrastructure to support research use. However, few systems 

perceive there to be sufficient time for policy makers to access and use education research. 

Table 1. Extent of Ministry agreement with the statements about the resources for using research 

in policy making 

Statement Netherlands  
Flanders 
(Belgium) Finland Norway 

Systems 
selecting 
"Agree" or 
"Strongly 
agree" 

There are adequate human resources 
(individuals/organisations) to effectively integrate 
education research in the policy process 

Disagree Disagree 
Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Agree 46% 

There are adequate financial resources to 
effectively integrate education research in the 
policy process 

Agree Disagree Agree Strongly agree 42% 

Policy makers have adequate time to access 
and use education research in the policy 
process 

Disagree Disagree Agree Disagree 27% 

There is adequate soft infrastructure (e.g. 
networks, databases, journal subscriptions, 
collaborative forums) to support the use of 
research 

Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Agree Agree 65% 

 

Note: To what extent does your Ministry agree with the following statements about the resources for using research in policy in your 

country/system? 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

Accessing and using research 

In a context where resources are limited, it is relevant to explore policy makers’ strategies to access and 

use education research. Data from the policy survey suggests that relationships, interpersonal and 

between organisations, are important in facilitating policy makers’ access to research. Policy makers often 

seek advice from external experts or in-house researchers both when accessing research, and when 

appraising the quality of research evidence that they encounter. To some extent, policy makers also 

evaluate the quality of education research that they use by the perceived credibility of the researcher, 

organisation or journal. Yet, when accessing research, policy makers seem to be overall less comfortable 

consulting scientific journals and databases directly than by seeking advice (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Policy makers’ ways of accessing education research  

 

Note: How do policy makers access research? 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey  

When policy makers use education research, they do so in different ways. The majority of systems 

surveyed reported that they often or systematically use research to design policies, programmes and 

reforms, and to identify problems in the system. Systems such as Flanders, the Netherlands and Norway 

reported only a little or moderate efforts to use research to leverage political influence in policy decision-

making (see Table 2). The survey data also shows that there is significant potential in using research more 

systematically to gain the trust of other policy makers and stakeholders in these same systems. 

Table 2. Extent of policy makers’ use of education research in the policy process 

Phase of policy process Netherlands 
Flanders 
(Belgium) Finland Norway Ireland 

Systems 
selecting 
"Quite a lot" or 
"Systematicall
y" 

Identifying the problems, 
deficiencies in the system 

Quite a lot Moderately 
Systematicall

y 
Moderately Moderately 66% 

Identifying and selecting 
relevant existing 
interventions, actions, 
policies 

Moderately A little 
Systematicall

y 
Systematicall

y 
Moderately 58% 

11%

30%

37%

58%

58%

66%

74%

76%

79%

82%

84%

92%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other

Speaking to journalists

Social media platforms

Searching scientific databases

Consulting quality controlled research repositories

Consulting/Reading the media

Consulting/Reading academic journals

Searching the internet

Commissioning research

Seeking advice from in-house researchers/evaluators

Attending conferences and workshops

Seeking advice from external experts
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Phase of policy process Netherlands 
Flanders 
(Belgium) Finland Norway Ireland 

Systems 
selecting 
"Quite a lot" or 
"Systematicall
y" 

Designing policies, 
programmes, projects, 
reforms (e.g. drafting white 
papers, designing 
structures and processes) 

Moderately A little 
Systematicall

y 
Systematicall

y 
Moderately 71% 

Formulating legislations, 
regulations, guidelines 

Moderately A little 
Systematicall

y 
Quite a lot Moderately 50% 

Evaluating policies, 
programmes, projects, 
reforms 

Quite a lot Moderately 
Systematicall

y 
Systematicall

y 
Quite a lot 59% 

Leveraging political 
influence in policy decision-
making 

A little Moderately 
Systematicall

y 
A little Moderately 35% 

Earning the trust of other 
policy makers or 
stakeholders  

Moderately A little 
Systematicall

y 
Moderately Moderately 43% 

Stimulating debate, 
dialogue and collaboration 

Moderately Moderately 
Systematicall

y 
Quite a lot Moderately 49% 

Note: To what extent do policy makers use education research in the following phases of the policy process in your country/system? 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

Research production: Accessibility  

In order for policy makers to use research systematically and well, high quality research firstly needs to be 

both available and accessible. Research can be defined as being highly accessible if it is written in 

accessible language, is available in user friendly formats, and is affordable. The survey data shows both 

variation between countries in terms of accessibility to research, and variation in accessibility of different 

types of research (see Table 3). For example, foundational research (fundamental knowledge that may 

contribute to better education outcomes, and studies that test, develop, or refine theories of teaching or 

learning) was often perceived as being relevant to policy and practice, but accessibility to this type of 

research was reported to be low in many of the surveyed systems. 

Table 3. Accessibility and relevance of research by type of education research 

 

Netherlands 
Flanders 
(Belgium) Finland 

Responses 
rating type of 
research as 
‘highly relevant’ 

Effectiveness 
research 

Quite 
accessible 

Quite 
accessible 

Highly 
accessible 

53% 

Foundational 
research 

Slightly 
accessible 

Slightly 
accessible 

Highly 
accessible 

40% 

Scale-up 
research 

Highly 
accessible 

Quite 
accessible 

Highly 
accessible 

35% 

Secondary 
research 

Highly 
accessible 

Quite 
accessible 

Highly 
accessible 

35% 
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Design and 
development 
research 

Quite 
accessible 

Quite 
accessible 

Highly 
accessible 

30% 

Efficacy research 
Quite 

accessible 
Not accessible 

at all 
Highly 

accessible 
30% 

Early-stage or 
exploratory 
research 

Slightly 
accessible 

Slightly 
accessible 

Highly 
accessible 

25% 

Note: To what extent are the following types of education research accessible in your country/system; and how relevant do you find these for 

policy and practice in your context? 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

In addition, the survey produced insights into accessibility of research in specific domains of education 

(see Figure 2). In some areas such as student outcomes (this includes data and analysis on student 

achievement and standardised tests) there was a general consensus that such research is both highly 

relevant and often highly accessible. In other domains, such as research on teaching effectiveness and 

quality (including effectiveness of pedagogical practices, and teachers’ knowledge and competences) it 

was perceived that such research is highly relevant for policy and practice, but not always highly 

accessible. 

Figure 2. Accessibility and relevance of research by domain 

 

Note: To what extent is education research accessible in the following themes in your country/system; and how relevant do you find these for 

policy and practice in your context? “Existing research in this domain is…” 

76%

79%

88%

67%

91%

91%

91%

91%

97%

97%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Curriculum

Educational outcomes

Access and equity in education

Teacher and teaching effectiveness and quality

Student outcomes

Highly relevant + Quite relevant Highly accessible + Quite accessible
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Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

Research production: Incentives for involvement 

Increasingly, the literature shows that incentives for civil servants to be involved in research production 

and to use research evidence are an important consideration (Sienkiewicz and Mair, 2020[4]). Figure 3 

shows that there are opportunities to strengthen incentive structures in many systems, such as ensuring 

appropriate time allocation, and that involvement in research production is accounted for in performance 

evaluation criteria. 

Figure 3. Incentives for involvement in research production: All responses 

Number of systems agreeing with the statement "Involvement in research production…" 

 

Note: What incentives do policy makers and government researchers have to be involved in research production? "Involvement in research 

production…" (N=37; Number of positive responses) 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

 

Research production: funding 

There is significant variation in how education research is funded across the surveyed systems. Table 4 

shows that while education research is mostly funded by national or local government in Flanders, Finland 

and Norway, it is primarily funded by the non-governmental public sector in the Netherlands. 
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Table 4. Funding of education research 

 Netherlands 
Flanders 
(Belgium) Finland Norway 

Government  

(national or state/province level) 23% 

T
he
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t e
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a 
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e 
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t a
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70% 90% 

Non-governmental public sector  

(e.g. universities, arm's-length public bodies) 74% 10% 0% 

Private Sector 

0% 10% 1% 

Non-profit sector  

(e.g. foundations, associations) 3% 5% 0% 

Other(s) 

0% 5% 
9% 

(Not specified 
or EU) 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

Research production: Monitoring and evaluation 

The quality of education research is a key factor determining how policy makers can use research 

systematically and well. Increasing the scientific rigour of education research can help to improve its 

standing as a scientific enterprise, but is also critical for improving learning outcomes (see Schneider in 

(OECD, 2022[5])) 

All the countries participating in the learning seminar reported some mechanism of monitoring and ensuring 

the quality of education research. In Flanders and the Netherlands, quality is monitored and ensured by 

the respective funding agency and by peers. In Norway, monitoring is done by an external or independent 

body. 

Figure 4. Monitoring education research production 

Coordination, regulation 
or management of the 
production of education 
research Netherlands 

Flanders 
(Belgium) Finland Norway 

By the respective 
funding agency 

Yes Yes Yes No 

By peers Yes Yes Yes No 

Self-evaluation No No Yes No 

By an 
external/independent 
body 

No No Yes Yes 
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Coordination, regulation 
or management of the 
production of education 
research Netherlands 

Flanders 
(Belgium) Finland Norway 

Other No 

Steering groups 
with experts from 

the ministry, 
stakeholders and 

peers 

No No 

Note: How do you monitor and ensure the quality of education research in your system/country? 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

 

 

Box 1. Discussion questions 

The data presented above raises a range of questions that can provoke reflection on how to reinforce 

evidence use in policy making. Some initial prompts are below. 

Human resource strategies 

• How can research engagement and research literacy within civil service and policy making be 

incentivised? What are the disincentives within organisations to systematic engagement with 

research and how can these be dismantled?  

• What training do civil servants need in order to appropriately use education research, and to 

evaluate its quality? How tailored should such training be? 

• How can ‘research champions’ within organisations be identified, and supported? What 

characterises these individuals? How can their actions serve as learning opportunities for 

scaling up systematic and thoughtful engagement with research? 

• What are important leadership qualities that encourage a culture of thoughtful research 

engagement? 

Stable structures 

• How can important human and financial resources, and time, be more effectively allocated to 

support research engagement among policy makers? What are the implications of resource 

reallocation and to what extent can these be anticipated or mediated? 

• What can individual countries do to support the production of high quality education research? 

What systems, checks or funding schemes can be implemented or strengthened to promote 

gains in quality of education research?  

• What can be done to promote research accessibility, particularly in domains and types of 

education research that are deemed highly relevant to policy and practice? 

Part III. The knowledge infrastructure for evidence-informed policies in Flanders 

This section has been developed by the Flemish Ministry for Education and Training. It describes the 

Flemish knowledge infrastructure for education including key characteristics that influence how evidence 
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is used in policy making. It then examines the specific case of the introduction of standardised tests in 

Flanders through the lens of research evidence use.  

Effective governance processes in a complex education system 

OECD’s work on strategic education governance has provided the Flemish community with a very useful 

framework to reflect upon how we can best achieve policy objectives for our education system in a context 

of multi-level governance structures with a multitude of stakeholders. The framework identifies six 

interrelated domains that collectively promote more effective governance processes: accountability, 

capacity, knowledge governance, stakeholder involvement, strategic thinking and a whole-of-system 

perspective (see Figure 5). These domains of strategic education governance can help government 

authorities manage the dynamism and complexity of today’s education systems, while steering a clear 

course towards established goals. 

Source: Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5] 

This learning seminar will focus on knowledge governance and the use of research in the policy-making 

process. However, knowledge governance intersects with a number of other processes of effective 

governance. It therefore needs to be examined in relation to these other domains, e.g., capacity building, 

stakeholder involvement and strategic thinking. Knowledge governance for strategic education governance 

strives to promote the opportunity, the capability and the motivation of decision-makers to consider 

evidence systematically in their practice and to reduce the relative influence of inclinations, shortcuts and 

inaccuracies when making decisions.   

The presentation of the Flemish case is built on this framework.  The challenges formulated in this 

presentation are rooted in the central question of how to connect policy and research evidence and what 

this means for (a) collaboration between policy and research, and (b) project management at the level of 

the Ministry of Education and Training.  

Figure 5. OECD framework of strategic education governance 
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The knowledge infrastructure for evidence-informed policies in Flanders 

The Flemish Ministry of Education and Training consists of four sub-bodies, of which the Department of 

Education and Training is responsible for designing and implementing policies for all school levels from 

primary to higher and adult education in Flanders. It consists of specialised units, which focus on specific 

levels of education, and horizontal units, which support policies for all levels and the general functioning of 

the department (see Figure 6).  

Figure 6. The structure of the Department of Education: From the minister to evidence 

 
 

Opportunities and challenges: Using evidence in policy 

Decision making is a long journey: It can take a year or often even longer until a new decree comes into 

force. The nature and extent of evidence use is also currently very diverse and often ad-hoc. The drive to 

use evidence systematically has been gaining momentum in the Flemish Ministry for Education, creating 

opportunities to strengthen the use of evidence in decision making but also highlighting a number of 

challenges.  

A particular situation in Flanders relates to the role of ministerial advisors. The minister works with a 

number (~20) of advisors that come and go with the minister. Policy makers (i.e. civil servants working in 

the Department) interact with these advisors, whose priority is implementing the political agenda of their 

minister.   



   15 

  
  

Although the opportunities for evidence informed work in Flanders are emphasised in this document, it is 

important to recognise the challenges in making such processes systematic.  

First, there are challenges concerning the role of evidence in the policy making process in general. 

An important constraint is that there is rarely enough time to establish robust evidence and use it 

thoughtfully. Decision makers need concrete solutions to their problems, but research can rarely provide 

such concrete answers. These challenges are by no means unique to the Flemish system. 

The current situation is characterised by: 

• Fragmented use of research results and frequent “cherry picking” of research findings / evidence 

• Using evaluation as a tool for negotiation driven by political agendas rather than as an instrument 

that can orient development  

• Possible lack of mutual trust between policy makers – particularly advisors – and researchers. 

These are compounded with issues of research production. Given that Flanders is a small education 

system, there is a low level of research capacity and the perception is that few researchers are interested 

in conducting policy research. There is a more limited number of researchers (and research groups) 

working on these topics than one would see in larger systems. This affects the diversity of academic 

voices/opinions in Flemish education policy research.  

Second, some challenges relate to the role of evidence in the work of the civil servants in the 

department. Employees of the department often rely on the Research and Evaluation team when they 

need evidence on a certain topic. However, staff in the department sometimes lack confidence, time and 

research literacy to adequately interpret data and statistics, and to assess the quality and robustness of 

evidence that they are presented with. As a result, the nature and extent of evidence use is very diverse 

across the Department.  

The restructuring of the Department of Education and Training also creates a momentum for improving the 

use of evidence. This process aims at structuring the Department in line with key policy processes such 

as policy planning, legislation and implementation. Policy advisors will be more likely to be topic 

generalists, able to work in different sub-fields, but retaining specialisation with regard to core processes. 

It is hoped that this will encourage a mindset of openness to new ideas, and that civil servants will broader 

their expertise. 

Case study overview: Introducing standardised tests in Flanders 

The complexity of using research knowledge will be examined through the lens of introducing standardised 

tests in Flanders. This case highlights several crucial topics in evidence-informed policy, i.e. the 

collaboration between researchers, policy makers and stakeholders and the role of evidence in this 

process. This section starts with an overview of the context and history of standardised testing in Flanders 

and a timeline of recent events. It then discusses the intended goals of the introduction of standardised 

tests and how these tests will impact different stakeholders such as students and schools. Finally, it 

examines the stakeholders that have been involved in the process, and the structures that have been set 

up to support stakeholder engagement and evidence-informed decision-making. The section concludes 

with a reflection on the need for a whole-of-system perspective. 

Overview of context and history of standardised testing 

The educational system in Flanders has no tradition of central testing of students. Since 2002, there is a 

system of sample-based national assessments to monitor the quality of education at a system level. Since 

2017-2018, primary schools are obliged to administer a standardised test from a validated toolkit for at 
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least three subjects in the last grade in order to monitor the quality of education provision. In May 2024, 

this is expected to change with the introduction of the ‘Flemish tests’. These central assessments will be 

compulsory for all students in Grades 4, 6, 8 and 12. One student cohort in Flanders comprises about 

70.000 students. The standardised tests will be fully digital, semi-adaptive tests in mathematics and Dutch. 

The tests are based on the Flemish attainment targets.  

The implementation of the standardised assessments started with the coalition formation of the Flemish 

government in 2019. In 2020 a feasibility study was conducted which consisted of three chapters: (1) 

pedagogic-psychometric (2) organisational and (3) technical & juridical.  

In 2021, the tender for an electronic testing platform was issued. A research centre (composed of all 5 

Flemish universities and 2 universities of applied sciences) was created in 2020. The research centre’s 

activities are organised by a steering group of stakeholders. Parallel to the steering group, decisions are 

made in a High Level Forum. The Flemish Education Council (Vlaamse Onderwijsraad, Vlor), has so far 

issued several position statements.  

The assessments will be calibrated in May 2023 and will be administered in May 2024 for the first time in 

4th grade (L4) and 8th grade (S2) (see Figure 7).  

Earlier this year, the constitutional court intervened to block the introduction of official attainment targets 

(minimal goals) because they were too detailed and therefore not compatible with the constitutional 

freedom of education, according to the court.  

In July 2022, the Flemish government approved the decree on the standardised tests for the first time. 

Although this approval is important, it is only the first step: the text of the decree still has to be evaluated 

by several advisory boards and has to be discussed and subjected to a vote in Parliament.  

Figure 7. Timeline of the standardised tests (2019-2025) 
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1. Knowledge governance: history and building evidence 

The current Flemish government (2019-2024) agreed on the introduction of standardised tests in 2019. 

The main reason for this decision was international research (PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS) and national research 

(National Assessment Program – “peilingen”) indicating declines in literacy and numeracy.  

Several studies explored the possibilities for implementing standardised tests in Flanders (Deneire et al., 

2022[6]; Vanhoof et al., 2016[7]; Colpin et al., 2006[8]). A study by the University of Antwerp (2014-2016) 

showed that the general aversion towards standardised tests among stakeholders was declining in 

Flanders, and overall stakeholders had started highlighting the benefits (Penninckx et al., 2017[9]).  

The main goal of the introduction of the Flemish tests is to monitor and to improve the quality of education 

in Flanders. By the Flemish Coalition agreement, a political legitimacy for introducing the tests has been 

created. The current government announced the tests in detail in their manifesto. As it was described in 

detail and some decisions were already taken, it had important implications for stakeholder involvement 

and collaborative decision making.  

The feasibility study that was undertaken at the start of the project was executed by independent 

researchers. This study focused on the impact of the test, the organisational aspects, the legal issues and 

the ICT-challenges.  

2. Accountability: the intended use of the standardised tests in Flanders 

The most delicate discussions in the debate on the implementation of standardised tests concern the use 

and impact of the results of the tests in Flanders. Several sources of evidence have been used in the policy 

decisions on this issue: international experiences (e.g. the Netherlands, the UK, Denmark), research 

reports such as the feasibility study and OECD reports. From the OECD work on governance in education 

we learned the importance of balancing autonomy on the one hand, and accountability on the other hand.  

Governmental actors are responsible for ensuring high-quality, equitable education systems, and therefore 

performance accountability mechanisms such as standardised tests are a necessary component of 

steering education policy in decentralised systems. A number of unintended effects have been linked to 

school performance accountability, particularly when high stakes for students, teachers and schools are 

attached to the results. The challenge is to develop a constructive accountability system that combines 

vertical and horizontal mechanisms of accountability in a coherent manner.  

2.1 Impact of the test results for students 

Teacher teams in Flanders have the autonomy to issue diplomas and certificates to students based on 

their own tests and exams. Teacher teams have the freedom to include the results of the new Flemish 

tests into the global evaluation of the student in the way they see fit. However, it is forbidden to use the 

test results in a high-stakes fashion by letting the test result totally determine the evaluation of the student 

at the end of the school year.  

The tradition in Flanders is that parents can freely choose a study option for their child, and that tradition 

is to be kept in place. The tests will be low stakes for students.  
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2.2 Impact of the test results for schools  

Every primary school and every secondary school will get a school feedback report. The report is intended 

as informative for school policy making. The report will include raw school results and contextualised 

estimates.  

2.3 No rankings 

The school results are not communicated to parents or to the general public in any form. There will be no 

school report cards or school rankings. Parents cannot access the information of the Flemish tests in 

choosing a school.  

The rationale behind this decision is that the tests should be an informative tool for schools to improve and 

not a means for installing a quasi-market. Since the tests are low stakes for schools, we hope schools will 

not engage in strategic behaviour to artificially increase their scores.  

2.4 Use by the inspectorate of education 

The school results will be communicated to the inspectorate of education. The inspectors will use the test 

results in combination with other information on the school (such as student intake characteristics, teacher 

team, etc.) to create a school profile. 

This school profile can affect the frequency and intensity of the school audit by the inspectorate.  During 

the school audit, inspectors visit the school to observe lessons and they have conversations with the 

teachers and the leadership team.    

3. Capacity building and stakeholders’ involvement: actors and stakeholders involved  

3.1 Overview of stakeholders 

Stakeholder involvement can support better policy outcomes and implementation and can generate more 

credibility and trust. There is a strong tradition of stakeholder involvement in Flemish education. At the 

same time there is political debate on the balance of power between the different actors involved in policy 

making including stakeholders such as the umbrella organisations representing the education providers.  

There are several actors involved in the decision-making process (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Stakeholders in the Flemish education landscape 

 

Formally, these different platforms have clear goals and a well-balanced task description. However, in 

reality these may get blurred. For example, a process of giving feedback on research reports can turn into 

a negotiation process, such as in the example in Box 2.  

Box 2. How roles and tasks can become blurred 

The research centre decided to write a text detailing its vision for the standardised tests. Several 

stakeholders in the steering group were very critical and negative about this text. However, this text 

was a single initiative of the centre that felt that it had ownership over the text and academic freedom 

to develop it. Furthermore, the centre did not need to gain stakeholder agreement regarding the content 

of the text. It is possible that the criticism of stakeholders was linked to the experience of a lack of 

involvement in previous phases. 

During the process, the need for capacity building for stakeholders became clear. Not all stakeholders 

have a scientific background. Their reactions are not always evidence informed and sometimes emotional. 

Other arguments and multiple interests are at stake in the discussions, such as in the example in Box 3. 

Political level:  
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and Training and his 

cabinet 

• Vice-ministers of the 

Flemish Government 

and their advisors 

• Members of Parliament 

• Other stakeholders 

• Umbrella organisations 

• Teacher unions  
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• Flemish research centre for 
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education 

• Other academics 

Ministry level: 

• Management of the 

Ministry and Department 

(Secretary-General and 

management committee) 

• Policy team at the Ministry 

of Education and Training 
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Box 3. Research literacy among stakeholders 

Several stakeholders and media appear to have a general misconception: they are convinced that tests 

based on attainment targets (minimal goals) cannot be challenging. In their opinion, this will lead 

towards a general decline in student outcomes. It is hard to combat this misconception, because the 

answer is rather technical including terminology such as ‘ceiling effect’, ‘measurement scale’ and 

‘adaptive testing’. This example also shows the importance of research literacy for all partners in the 

discussions. 

 

3.2 Policy team and collaboration structures  

At the level of the Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, the policy team supervising the introduction 

of the standardised tests consists of six members with complementary expertise (see Figure 9). Two team 

members have a background in educational effectiveness research and test development. Expertise in 

ICT is present in three team members. Two team members have extensive experience in all aspects of 

policy development and political decision-making. There is one mathematics teacher on the team who 

contributes his insights to the practical implementation in schools.  

Figure 9. The policy team standardised tests at the Department of Education and collaboration in 
the administration 

 
 

This team collaborates intensively with other colleagues within the ministry with specific expertise such as 

communication, curriculum, legal issues, ICT, the role of the inspectorate, etc. 

Additionally, this team also collaborates intensively with stakeholders outside the ministry like the research 

centre, the provider of the online platform, the Flemish Education Council, trade unions, umbrella 

organisations and student representatives.  

The strong complementarity of the team creates a lot of opportunities, but the team has a limited number 

of full-time staff for such a complex project, and this makes the policy implementation very challenging, 

e.g. balancing short-term and long-term activities.  



   21 

  
  

3.3 Flemish research centre for central assessment in education  

The Flemish coalition agreement (2019) explicitly stated that the standardised tests should be developed 

by an “independent” actor involving the education providers. An academic ‘Flemish Research Centre for 

Central Assessment in Education’ was therefore established (see Figure 10 for a detailed structure). This 

is formed by a consortium of 40 Flemish academics of all Flemish universities and two universities of 

applied sciences. It was a deliberate decision to opt for capacity building in the academic world rather than 

outsourcing the development to a commercial test development partner in order to develop valid, reliable 

tests and to keep up with new developments in the field of adaptability of tests and AI applications. 

The centre had to be set up quickly. There was little time for consultation and stakeholder engagement.  

The research centre develops the test items. The researchers also produce academic reports on crucial 

topics, e.g. on measuring learning gains, how to do standard setting, and how to support students with 

special needs. Generally, the reports do not support one clear ‘best evidence buy’, but they describe 

different scenarios and their implications. 

The research reports are discussed in a steering group. This group consists of policy makers, researchers 

and stakeholders whose role is to give advice as an external expert. Dirk Van Damme, former head of 

IMEP within the OECD and one of the leading education experts in Flanders, are members of this steering 

group. 

Figure 10. Structure of the Flemish research centre for central assessment in education 

 

The active role of researchers in the implementation of the standardised testing in Flanders creates a lot 

of opportunities, but also raises some challenges.  

Academics (e.g. psychometricians, psychologists, mathematicians, educational scientists) in Flanders are 

strongly involved in the policy development on this topic.  However, the reports are written from a research 

perspective and have to be translated to policy decisions. This appears to be a complex and multi-layered 

process. 

Civil servants give evidence-informed advice to political decision makers, but must be committed to 

implementing political decisions that have been made. Researchers on the other hand can have a vision 

or opinion that is opposed to the political vision. This difference in roles sometimes creates tensions in the 

cooperation between civil servants and researchers implementing standardised tests in Flanders (see 

example in Box 4). 

https://steunpunttoetsen.be/
https://steunpunttoetsen.be/
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Box 4. Different visions and a lack of common language 

The minister decided that the official name of the tests is ‘Flemish tests’. The research centre avoids 

this term and always refers to the tests as ‘the central tests’. This complicates the communication on 

the tests within the education field. 

 

The research centre was launched in December 2020 and will be operational over a period of 5 years. The 

next Flemish government will have to decide whether to relaunch a call for the centre beyond this period.  

3.4 High level forum 

A high-level forum was established by the Minister, in response to a critical CERI-report on the involvement 

of stakeholders in the policy process [see (Shewbridge, Fuster and Rouw, 2019[10])), (Shewbridge and 

Florian, 2019[11])] as a mechanism for feedback and information flow between stakeholders regarding the 

introduction of standardised tests. This forum gathers at key stages in the policy process to discuss specific 

topics.  

The main advantage of these meetings is that all stakeholders (including the research centre, the 

inspectorate, the umbrella organisations) gather together. This is quite unique for the Flemish education 

system. The high-level forum is sometimes criticised because it is seen as complementary to the regular 

participation process, as participation is generally organised by the Flemish Education Council. Therefore 

the Flemish Education Council decided to no longer participate in the High-level forum. 

3.5 Support by OECD and international contacts 

The OECD strategic education governance team recently conducted an analysis on whether and how the 

introduction of standardised tests could best support the collective aim of improving the quality of education 

[see (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[12])]. Additionally, the ongoing IEP-study (Implementing Education 

Policies) highlights how policy measures can change what happens in schools.  

During the entire process, we also reflect on practices, conditions and effects of the implementation of 

central tests in other relevant countries. These (formal and informal) international contacts are not only a 

source of inspiration and evidence, but are also an opportunity to engage in critical self-reflection on our 

own processes.  

3.6 Schools  

Schools are the end users of the standardised tests and the feedback reports. They are informed and 

consulted in the decision-making process both by the research centre (e.g. user groups) as well as by the 

Ministry of Education and Training (e.g. webinars with Q&A sessions, communication plan) 

4. Strategic thinking and whole-of-system perspective 

Implementing a coherent and effective system of standardised tests requires a long-term vision and 

approach. With multiple actors involved with different interests, it is a huge challenge to reach a shared 

long-term vision with shared goals.  

At the same time, it is politically very important to deliver and to realise the concrete implementation of the 

standardised tests under a very strong time pressure. This requires continuously adapting to changing 

contexts. It is a challenge to balance short-term and long-term priorities.  
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An illustration of this can be found in the cooperation between policy makers and researchers. Policy 

makers need results and to need to be able to move forward. Policy makers must take quick decisions, 

whereas researchers tend to ask for more research (and thus time) before giving advice. This means that 

there is sometimes a big difference in the speed of things and also in the degree to which decisions are 

made. 

The implementation of Flemish tests does not happen in isolation. It is closely linked to a number of other 

large and complex policy dossiers. E.g. the revision of the curriculum (new attainment targets), adaptations 

for more inclusive education (e.g. in what way can pupils with specific needs participate in the tests, what 

adjustments must or can be made). Additionally, the development of the Flemish tests takes place in the 

context of a major teacher shortage. Stakeholders have thus raised the question of what impact these 

Flemish tests could have on the attractiveness of the profession.  

It is a challenge to align the developments in these various policy dossiers and proceed with a unifying 

vision on quality, education and the future of the teaching profession. This requires an overarching vision 

and approach. 

The implementation of standardised testing is one of the policy objectives to monitor and improve the 

quality of education but will be insufficient. In order to keep the whole-of-system perspective this reform 

needs to be linked to other policy goals. This is important, but this could also include the risk of ending up 

without a reform (“education system as a tanker”).  

Conclusion 

The case of the introduction of standardised tests in Flanders illustrates very well the opportunities and at 

the same time the complexity of using research knowledge in a policy decision making and implementation 

process. This case highlights several interesting topics such as the collaboration between researchers, 

policy makers and stakeholders and the role of evidence in this process. The Strategic Education 

Governance framework is very helpful to discuss the challenges that we face and governance mechanisms 

that can help to realise the policy objectives.  

References 
 

Brown, C. (2018), “Research learning networks - A case study in using networks to increase 

knowledge mobilization at scale”, in Bronw, C. and C. Poortman (eds.), Networks for 

Learning, Routledge, London and New York. 

[2] 

Colpin, M. et al. (2006), De wenselijkheid en haalbaardheid van de invoering van centrale 

taaltoetsen in functie van gelijke onderwijskansen, 

https://www.arts.kuleuven.be/cto/onderzoek/onderzoek-evaluatie/wenselijkheid-centrale-

taaltoetsen. 

[8] 

Deneire, A. et al. (2022), De kwaliteit van grootschalige ‘performance assessments’ gewikt en 

gewogen, Universiteit Antwerpen, https://edubron-bookpa2022.netlify.app/. 

[6] 

Earl, L. and H. Timperley (eds.) (2009), Professional Learning Conversations: Challenges in 

Using Evidence for Improvement, Springer, Dordrecht, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-

6917-8 (accessed on 31 January 2022). 

[3] 

OECD (2022), Who Cares about Using Education Research in Policy and 

Practice?: Strengthening Research Engagement, Educational Research and Innovation, 

[5] 



24    

  
  

OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/d7ff793d-en. 

Penninckx, M. et al. (2017), Zicht op leerwinst - Scenario’s voor gestandaardiseerd toetsen, 

Acco. 

[9] 

Schwendinger, F., L. Topp and V. Kovács (2022), Competences for Policymakers: 

Competence Frameworks for Policymakers and Researchers working on Public Policy. 

[1] 

Shewbridge, C. and K. Florian (2019), Strategic Education Governance - Project Plan and 

Organisational Framework, OECD, https://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/SEG-Project-Plan-

org-framework.pdf. 

[11] 

Shewbridge, C., M. Fuster and R. Rouw (2019), “Constructive accountability, transparency 

and trust between government and highly autonomous schools in Flanders”, OECD 

Education Working Papers, No. 199, OECD Publishing, Paris, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/c891abbf-en. 

[10] 

Shewbridge, C. and F. Köster (2021), Promoting Education Decision Makers’ Use of Evidence 

in Flanders, Educational Research and Innovation, OECD Publishing, Paris, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/de604fde-en. 

[12] 

Sienkiewicz, M. and D. Mair (2020), “Against the Science–Policy Binary Separation: Science 

for Policy 1.0”, Science for Policy Handbook, pp. 2-13, https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-

822596-7.00001-2. 

[4] 

Vanhoof, J. et al. (2016), Scenario’s voor leer(winst)monitoring in Vlaanderen: Een 

ontwerponderzoek naar haalbaarheid en wenselijkheid, Universiteit Antwerpen. 

[7] 

 
 

 
 

 



   25 

  
  

Annex A. Overview of the Strengthening the 

Impact of Education Research project 

The Strengthening the Impact of Education Research project supports countries in understanding how to 

use education research in policy and practice, systematically and at scale. The project explores the 

following questions (see also (OECD, 2022[5])): 

• What factors – institutions, structures, processes and strategies – facilitate or hinder the impact 

and systematic use of education research in policy and practice? 

• How can we assess and safeguard the quality of education research? 

• How can we effectively engage actors in a coordinated production and use of education research? 

Figure 11. Dimensions of strengthening the impact of education research 

 

The project examines the research-policy-practice relationship using an approach that combines research 

and analysis, and applied work with countries and systems.  

1. Research and Analysis 

The OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey – conducted in June to 

September 2021 – is one of the first international efforts to collect data on the mechanisms used to facilitate 

research use in countries/systems. Overall, 37 systems representing 29 countries have responded to the 

survey. Responses represent the perspective of ministries of education at the national or sub-national 

(state, province, canton, etc.) level. 

2. Applied work with countries 

The project provides extensive peer learning opportunities for countries through learning seminars. In 

2022, two learning seminars will focus on the role of evidence (or knowledge more broadly) in policy 
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making. In particular, these two seminars will explore the ways in which a vision on educational quality, 

political-ideological choices and knowledge derived from scientific research can be combined and 

balanced in educational policy. 
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Annex B. Knowledge infrastructure in peer 

countries 

Finland 
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Flanders (Belgium) 
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Netherlands: Cyclical process of the knowledge infrastructure 

 

Netherlands: Knowledge infrastructure e.g. around curriculum reform 
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Norway 


