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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. To support countries in 

understanding how to use education research, systematically and at scale, the OECD/CERI launched the 

Strengthening the Impact of Education Research project in 2021. In addition to research and analysis, the 

project provides peer learning opportunities for countries (see Annex A for an overview). The Netherlands 

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

two learning seminars in 2022.  

The Netherlands and Flanders have identified several challenges to the use of education research in policy 

making. First, policy makers and politicians often make an anecdotal use of research, using certain 

experiences and case-stories to underpin policies as needed. Second, they may use evidence selectively 

to confirm their own beliefs or support political agendas. Third, policy makers and researchers embedded 

in ministries may disregard priorities supported by evidence and instead prepare projects that align with 

the high-level political direction. 

Collaboration between research, practice and policy making is also a challenge in both countries, and 

genuine co-production is rare. Researchers often lack the competences (and/or incentives) to translate 

their findings into a language that resonates with practitioners and policy makers. In particular, engaging 

in advocacy to encourage a change in policies seems to be out of researchers’ comfort zone. 

Different factors might explain the lack of systematic use of evidence in policy and practice. These include 

time pressure, limited availability of research, political choices already made and fear and uncertainty about 

how to adequately interpret and apply knowledge. Strengthening the individual capacity of civil servants 

may be a first step in both countries. At the same time, and perhaps more crucially, efforts must be made 

to create a culture of collective civil service professionalism.  

To support these countries in addressing the above challenges, the two learning seminars will provide 

extensive opportunities for reflection, critical enquiry and exchange. The seminars will explore the following 

questions: 

 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? 

 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? 

This paper provides the background for discussions during the learning seminars. The first section 

describes the scope of the seminar and discusses analytical perspectives to understand the systematic 

and quality use of research in policy making. Section two provides cutting edge data from the project’s 

policy survey, which represents one of the first international efforts to collect data on countries’ / systems’ 

strategies to facilitate research use, as well as their challenges. Section three discusses briefly some 

features of the Dutch “knowledge infrastructure” in education and presents the case that will be discussed 

during the seminar.  

Part I. Scoping: Evidence use in complex policy environments 

Much of the discussion about evidence use in policy is concerned with reconciling the politics, values and 

agendas of different stakeholder groups with what the research and evidence shows. Researchers 

complain that policy makers often cherry pick research to underpin their predetermined agendas, while 

policy makers struggle to find answers from research when they need them. In addition, research is 
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sometimes contradictory and/or inconclusive and does not suggest a single course of action. These 

tensions have been demonstrated and discussed widely (OECD, 2007[1]). 

The research production and use system (or evidence eco-system) is a complex system with multiple 

actors interacting in the generation, mobilisation and use of evidence (Boaz and Nutley, 2019[2]; Burns and 

Köster, 2016[3]). Establishing connections among its various parts requires activating the whole system 

(Best and Holmes, 2010[4]). Yet, despite considerable investment into initiatives that aim to reinforce 

knowledge mobilisation, to date, most of these initiatives have not been able to realise the promise of a 

systems model (REF: Cooper). As a result, they fail to enable well-functioning dynamics in research 

production and use. 

True systems thinking requires a departure from long-established terminology and frames of reference. 

Contemporary policy studies draw the attention to two problematic notions often used when describing 

evidence use in policy (Cairney, 2019[5]). First, seeing policy making as an orderly cycle (agenda setting, 

policy design, implementation, evaluation, adjustment / sustainment / discontinuation) does not describe 

the reality. Second, assuming that policy making and policy makers are able to process all information 

relevant to a decision and make consistent choices based on this is irrational. Policy making cannot be 

described by “comprehensive rationality” as there are natural limits to both people’s cognition and 

organisational action (Cairney, 2019[5]). Limits to organisational action also include the necessity of taking 

into account a number of potentially conflicting interests and the resulting implications of a certain action 

(e.g. putting in place a particular intervention).  

The policy environment can better be described with concepts such as “framing”, i.e. using information 

selectively to describe policy problems in a certain way and form a particular image, and “fast thinking”, 

i.e. quick and automatic “thought processes often driven by emotions, stereotypes and (implicit or 

unconscious) heuristics” (Cairney, 2019, p. 26[5]). Acknowledging this complexity, Cairney (2019[5]) 

identifies three conditions that are necessary to increase the impact of research in policy making: 

 Various actors are able to use evidence to draw policy makers’ attention to policy problems and 

persuade them to shift their understanding of these problems. 

 The policy environment is conducive to policy change. 

 Actors notice and successfully exploit “windows of opportunity”: i.e. situations in which a problem 

receives high levels of attention, a feasible (evidence-informed) solution is available and policy 

makers have a motive and opportunity to adopt those solutions (Cairney, 2019[5]). 

These conditions clearly call for building actors’ individual skills as well as the overall capacity of policy 

organisations and broader policy networks. 

Dimensions of quality research use  

The Netherlands and Flanders are interested in understanding how to develop a systematic and quality 

use of research in policy making. A recent framework developed for quality use of research in practice 

(Rickinson et al., 2020[6]) addresses a very similar question in the school context. Recognising a systems 

perspective, this framework is composed of four components:  

 Core components: rigorous and appropriate research evidence, thoughtful (critical) engagement 

with research and effective integration in practice 

 Enabling components at the individual level: skillset (knowledge and capabilities), mindsets 

(dispositions, attitudes and values), relationships (interpersonal connections and processes) 

required for thoughtful engagement and implementation 

 Enabling components at the organisational level: leadership (organisational vision, 

commitment, role models), culture (organisational ethos, values, norms), infrastructure (structures, 

resources and processes) required for thoughtful engagement and implementation 



4    

  
  

 System-level influences: interactions and inter-dependencies across the education system 

required for thoughtful engagement and implementation.  

Both international literature and the perceived challenges of the two host countries described above 

suggest that this framework captures the key elements necessary for developing a systematic and high-

quality research use in policy making. The key focus of the two seminars will be the individual and 

organisational components. This focus does not mean that the conversations (practices presented and 

discussed) will not touch upon other components. Indeed, as all these components are strongly 

intertwined, this would not be possible, nor meaningful. Rather, the two foci define a narrower lens through 

which participants can reflect upon the practices. 

Empowering people for quality research use 

This component involves the skillset, mindset and relationships of individuals involved in strengthening the 

quality use of research in policy making. In a systems perspective, these individuals include policy makers 

(high-level decision makers, advisors, leaders and staff of policy and transversal units in the ministry), 

researchers (in and outside academia) and brokers (e.g. staff of knowledge or evaluation and analytical 

units, staff of knowledge centres, agencies). In addition, all actors involved in policy making and/or affected 

by policies, such as teachers, school leaders, local authorities and inspectors, also need skills to effectively 

support both policy makers’ and their own engagement with research.  

Drawing on a thorough review of literature, Rickinson at al. (2020[6]) highlight three key elements of 

individual enablers (see Table 1), noting that using evidence is not simply a technical activity, it is 

influenced by personal and professional values and beliefs. 

The seminar aims to better understand the complex skillset required of the various actors (e.g. competence 

frameworks and professional standards, performance evaluation mechanisms) and professional learning 

opportunities (e.g. training, mentoring, induction programmes). A strong emphasis will be put on collective 

forms of learning and knowledge sharing that allow for developing organisational capacity. Participants will 

also reflect on how the various cases and practices presented shape mindsets (e.g. awareness raising, 

sensitisation), and develop relevant and quality relationships with other actors (related to the skillset, e.g. 

learning to communicate with other types of stakeholders, developing trust). 

Empowering policy organisations for quality research use 

This component involves leadership, culture and infrastructure that support the systematic and high-quality 

use of research within the ministry. The organisation in focus can be the ministry of education as a whole, 

its transversal units (e.g. evaluation and analytical or knowledge units, communications, procurement units 

[responsible for commissioning research]) and policy units. 

At the level of the organisation, supportive leadership, culture and infrastructure provide actors with the 

conditions and resources to thoughtfully engage with research in their context (Table 1). 

The seminar will discuss how leadership can create a vision for research use and a positive and trusting 

research-engaged culture. Participants will reflect on how policy organisations can best allocate resources, 

and establish processes and schedules that support research use and are able to address key challenges, 

such as conflicting timeframes.   

Table 1. Individual and organisational enablers of quality research use 

Individual enablers 

Skillset Mindset Relationships 
Knowledge and capabilities to 

translate, apply and sustainably 

implement research evidence in 

Dispositions, attitudes and 
values required to use research 

well. 

Interpersonal processes and 
connections required for quality 

research use. 
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context-specific decisions. 

 Access research, assess its 
quality and understand research 

approaches and methods  

 Draw on professional judgement 

 Combine the understanding of 
context and existing practice with 

the research 

 Having an inquisitive mindset  

 Conscious motivation to engage 

with research  

 Awareness of one’s own biases 

and assumptions 

 Collective learning and 
responsibility for viewing and 

supporting research  use as a 

social process  

 Genuine and structured 
collaboration both within and 

beyond the ministry  

Organisational 
enablers 

Leadership Culture Infrastructure 
The organisational vision, 

commitments and role models 

that support and encourage 

quality research use. 

The organisational ethos, values 

and norms.  

The organisational structures, 
resources and processes to 

support research use.  

 Developing and modelling a 

research-engaged culture  

 Acting as intermediaries and 
facilitators of access to, 

engagement with and use of 

research evidence for staff  

 Research use is a cultural norm 
embedded within the 

organisation’s “outlook, systems 

and activity”, including in 
recruitment, career development 

and evaluation processes  

 Promoting research use within 

whole-of-government policy and 

planning documents 

 An ethos that encourages staff to 
regularly reflect on their practice, 
take risks and try different 

approaches based on evidence 

 Allocating time, space, facilities 

and budget 

 Establishing appropriate human 
resource poliicies (e.g. criteria, 

standards)  

 Creating internal statuses: 

research coordinators or 

champions 

 Establishing links with external 

research partners and networks 

 Developing processes to support 
staff learning about research and 

practice 

Note: The original QURE framework, designed for quality research use in practice, was adapted for the policy context. 

Source: Adapted from (Rickinson et al., 2020[6]) and Rickinson et al. in (OECD, forthcoming[7]). 

Part II. Policy context: Findings from the OECD policy survey  

The OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey – conducted from 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. As such, they are subject to the bias of personnel within these 

ministries, their perceptions and personal realities (see Box 1 for who policy makers are in this survey). 

Box 1. Policy makers in the OECD policy survey 

There are policy makers at national, regional and local levels in every system. However, the nature of 

the education system (e.g. centralised, decentralised, federal) implies different structures, which in turn 

involve differences in the locus of control for decision making (OECD, 2007[1]). The Strengthening the 

Impact of Education Research policy survey targeted the highest level of decision making in education 

(ministry/department of education). In federal systems, this corresponds to the state (province, canton, 

autonomous community, etc.) department. Ministries were asked to co-ordinate the response across 

departments. 

During follow up interviews for the survey, ministries of education had various definitions of policy 

makers for their systems. Interviewees most commonly associated the term with high-level ministry 

officials such as Directors, Deputy Directors and Director Generals. There was overall a high degree of 

recognition that policy makers are those with influence over the policy process, rather than those tasked 

with implementation of policies. Some systems however took a broader view, considering all those 



6    

  
  

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

government. As a result of the different understandings, comparisons between systems in policy survey 

data should be made with caution. 

The survey explored systems’ satisfaction with the use of research in policy making. The data shows that, 

among systems participating in the seminar, Flanders and the Netherlands are mostly dissatisfied, while 

Finland and Norway show high levels of satisfaction. This section will explore different factors that could 

help understand these results.   

Mechanisms that facilitate the use of research in policy making  

Exploring the number and types of mechanisms to facilitate the use of research in policy making, as well 

as the existing barriers, can help understand the characteristics of systems and how they engage with 

research production, use and mobilisation. Overall, all systems participating in the seminar reported a 

relatively high number of mechanisms in the policy context (Figure 1).   

Figure 1. Mechanisms facilitating the use of educational research in policy making and school 
practice, 2021 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey 

One of the most reported mechanisms to facilitate the use of evidence is projects encouraging actors’ 

interactions, for example New Zealand’s Teaching and Learning Research Initiative (TLRI (OECD, 

forthcoming[7]). This government fund established in 2003 promotes collaborative research about teaching 

and learning in the early childhood, school and tertiary sectors. It aims to enhance the connections between 
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educational research and practice, accumulate a body of knowledge linking teaching and learning, and  

build research capacity in learning and teaching (OECD, forthcoming[7]).  

While such initiatives are key to developing the necessary relationships between actors, they are only 

effective if accompanied by appropriate capacity-building (Oliver et al., 2014[8]). Yet, regular and system-

wide activities to build capacity and develop skills amongst policy makers to use education research are 

present in less than half of the systems. In particular, Flanders and Norway reported the lack of the latter 

(Table 2). Norway also reported the lack of a system-wide strategy for facilitating the use of education 

research in policy.  

Table 2. Mechanisms facilitating the use of educational research in policy making in Flanders 
(Belgium), Finland, Norway and the Netherlands 

  
Netherlands 

Flanders 
(Belgium) 

Finland Norway 

Information  

Synthesising and disseminating education research 
findings through user-friendly tools / toolkits / online 
platforms for policy makers 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Systematically identifying policy makers' needs in 
terms of research knowledge 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Regular system-wide activities to monitor and 
evaluate the impact of ed. research in policy 

No No Yes No 

Interactions 

Programmes and projects that encourage interactions 
amongst actors (e.g. partnership, network building) to 
facilitate the use of ed. research in policy making 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Individual characteristics  

Regular and system-wide activities to build capacity 
and develop skills amongst policy makers to use 
education research 

Yes No Yes No 

Structure and organisation 

Systematically identifying research gaps that are 
relevant for policy 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Systematically commissioning research to address 
policy needs 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

A legislation/law or guidelines to promote the use of 
education research in policy 

Yes No No Yes 

A system-wide strategy for facilitating the use of 
education research in policy 

Yes Yes Yes No 

Providing targeted funding for research on specific 
topics (calls for research) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Note: What mechanisms exist in your country/system to facilitate the use of education research in policy? 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey  

Barriers to using research in policy making 

Efforts to strengthen the systematic use of research in policy making can be informed by systems’ 

perceptions of barriers. More than half of the surveyed systems considered lack of time to access and 
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engage with research amongst their top three main impediments to research use. This was considered the 

most important barrier in Finland and Norway, and the second most important in the Netherlands (Table 3). 

The non-alignment of political and research cycles might lead to a low availability of research outputs when 

needed at key decision-making stages in the policy process (Hering, 2016[9]). Conflicting timeframes is the 

most important barrier in Flanders, and the second most important in Finland.  

Table 3. Top six barriers in Flanders (Belgium), Finland, Norway and the Netherlands, 2021 

  
Netherlands 

Flanders 
(Belgium) 

Finland Norway 

Cultural barriers 

Lack of broader political will to use 
research 

1st 3rd – – 

Lack of organisational openness to new 
ideas from research 

3rd 6th –  

Structural and organisational barriers 

The conflicting timeframes of policy and 
research  

6th 1st 2nd 4th 

Lack of time to access and engage with 
research 

2nd – 1st 1st 

Lack of financial resources – 2nd 3rd – 

Lack of appropriate mechanisms that 
facilitate the use of research in policy 
making 

4th 5th – 2nd 

Information related barriers 

Low quality of research in key areas – 4th – – 

Low accessibility of research in 
appropriate formats for policy 

5th – – 3rd 

Lack of relevant research for policy needs – – – 5th 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey  

In terms of barriers relating to the culture of research use, the lack of political will to use research seems 

to be a major concern for the Netherlands in particular. An organisational culture that enables the use of 

research and is open to new ideas seems to be lacking in both the Netherlands and Flanders.  

All systems participating in the seminar report having relationships in place between actors to increase the 

use of research in policy (lack of relationships was not reported among the main barriers). Interestingly, 

these systems did not report low levels of skills and capacity among policy makers as a main barrier either. 

And we have seen that – with the exception of Flanders – they have system-wide activities to build capacity 

amongst policy makers.  

Knowledge and skills for research use in policy  

Developing policy makers’ knowledge, skills and attitudes is fundamental to promote the systematic use 

of education research in policy. The policy survey shows that in most participating systems, ministries of 
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education consider that their policy makers are prepared to commission and use research, but less 

prepared to access it and be involved in its production.  

Unlike most other systems, Finland and Norway consider that their policy makers have a complete set of 

skills to use research, including the skills to co-design and co-conduct research with researchers (Table 4). 

In these two countries, as well as in the Netherlands, policy makers also seem well prepared to supervise 

the production of research. Further exploring the strategies applied by these countries to train their policy 

makers in these different dimensions can be helpful to understand how to better support their development.  

Table 4. Skills and capacities of policy makers in the Netherlands, Flanders (Belgium), Finland and 
Norway, 2021 

  

Netherlands 
Flanders 
(Belgium) 

Finland Norway 

Percentage of 
systems agreeing or 

strongly agreeing 
 

In Policy In Practice 

Understand and interpret 
education research 

Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Disagree 
Strongly 
agree 

Agree 68% 55% 

Evaluate the quality of 
education research 

Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree 68% 55% 

Translate and apply 
education research results 
to solve problems in their 
context 

Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Disagree 
Strongly 
agree 

Agree 68% 40% 

Co-design and co-conduct 
research with researchers 

Disagree 
Strongly 
disagree 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree 40% 30% 

Communicate research for 
decision-making 

Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

Disagree 
Strongly 
agree 

Strongly 
agree 

56% 45% 

Formulate research needs 
and commission research 
based on needs 

Agree Disagree 
Strongly 
agree 

Strongly 
agree 

72% 50% 

Supervise the production of 
research 

Agree Disagree 
Strongly 
agree 

Agree 52% No data 

Find and access research 
that is relevant for their 
needs 

Disagree Disagree 
Strongly 
agree 

Agree 64% 55% 

Notes: Systems replies make references to the following question: To what extent does your Ministry agree with the following statements about 

the in your country/system?  "Policy makers have knowledge and skills to….’’.  

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey  

Culture and mindset 

Besides policy makers’ individual skills, evidence-informed decision-making is also influenced by  

organisational culture (Humphries et al., 2014[10]; Rickinson et al., 2020[6]). The survey shows that policy 

makers across systems clearly recognise that research use is important and that there is a political will 

and expectation for them to use it (Table 5). However, there is a low willingness to use education research 

to change pre-formed beliefs or opinion.  

Interestingly, trust and mutual understanding among policy makers and with researchers is high in only 

half of the countries, despite the fact that relationships are policy makers’ most common way of accessing 
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research, as previously discussed. Finland, the Netherlands and Norway are examples of countries where 

levels of trust are high. 

Table 5. Culture and mindset of using research in policy in Flanders (Belgium), Finland, the 
Netherlands and Norway 

  

Netherlands 
Flanders 
(Belgium) 

Finland Norway 

Percentage of systems 
agreeing or strongly 

agreeing 

 
In Policy 

In 
Practice 

Using education research in 
the policy process (design, 
decision making) is 
important for policy makers 

Agree 
Strongly 

agree 
Strongly 

agree 
Strongly agree 96% 90% 

There is a high level of trust 
between policy makers and 
researchers 

Agree Disagree 
Strongly 

agree 
Strongly agree 52% 40% 

Policy makers and 
researchers have a shared 
understanding of education 
research (what it is) and its 
use (how it can inform 
policy) 

Disagree Disagree 
Strongly 

agree 
Neither agree, 
nor disagree 

46% 35% 

Policy makers are expected 
to use education research 
in the policy process 
(design, decision making) 

Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Strongly 
agree 

Strongly agree 73% 75% 

Policy makers are willing to 
use education research to 
question their ideas and 
preconceptions 

Disagree Disagree 
Strongly 

agree 
Agree 50% 45% 

Policy makers are willing to 
learn new skills for using 
education research 

Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Disagree 
Strongly 

agree 
Strongly agree 62% 58% 

Policy makers are willing to 
try new ways to integrate 
education research into 
policy making 

Disagree Disagree 
Strongly 

agree 
Strongly agree 62% 60% 

There is a strong political 
will to use education 
research in policy 

Neither 
agree, nor 
disagree 

Disagree 
Strongly 

agree 
Agree 62% 60% 

There is a high level of trust 
in research amongst policy 
makers 

Agree Disagree 
Strongly 

agree 
Agree 54% 40% 

Note: To what extent does your Ministry agree with the following statements about the culture and mindset of using research in policy in your 

country/system? 

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey  

Capacity building and skills development 

The provision of quality training for policy makers is found to be an important facilitator for the use of 

research in policy and practice (Humphries et al., 2014[10]). Data from the policy survey show that the 

availability of learning opportunities for policy makers varies across systems participating in the seminar. 

Only Finland considers that there are learning opportunities available for the vast majority of policy makers, 



   11 

  
  

regardless of their roles (Table 6). In Flanders, the Netherlands and Norway, these opportunities seem to 

be targeted to a restricted group of policy makers .  

Table 6. Activities to build capacity and develop policy makers’ skills in the Netherlands and 
Finland 

  

Netherlands Finland  
 

Implementing training and workshop sessions on 
research use 

Yes Yes 

Providing continuing specialist support on research use 
(e.g. through consultation with experts, researchers)  

Yes Yes 

Offering tools, resources and tutorials on research use 
(e.g. videos, documents) 

Yes Yes 

Sharing good practices and lessons-learned among 
staff within organisations in the context of policy (e.g. 
ministry, local authorities) 

Yes No 

Offering research-focused secondment programmes 
for policy makers in research organisations (national or 
international)  

No Yes 

Note: This question was addressed to those systems who reported the existence of activities to build capacity and develop skills amongst policy 

makers. Flanders (Belgium) and Norway did not report these activities and therefore did not respond to this question.  

Source: OECD Strengthening the Impact of Education Research policy survey  

In order to be impactful, training should be tailored to policy makers’ needs and provide opportunities for 

both theoretical and practical learning. The policy survey shows that both Finland and the Netherlands 

have a wide range of activities to build policy makers’ capacity.  

Box 2. 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. 

Empowering people for quality research use  

 What is the status of policy makers as knowledge professionals in different systems? How do 

systems and policy organisations incentivise policy makers to use evidence (values and 

rewards)?    

 How do systems design capacity building for policy makers? Who has access? How is training 

tailored to policy makers’ needs?  

 What are the barriers for generalised and tailor-made learning opportunities? 

Empowering policy organisations for quality research use 

 How do systems leverage existing capacity building activities to increase not just individual 

skills but also organisational capacity? What support structures and processes exist? 
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 How can systems support a culture of collaboration and trust among and between policy 

makers and researchers?  

 How can relationships be leveraged to increase the broader political will to use research and 

organisational openness to new ideas from research? 

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

Netherlands 

This section has been developed by the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. It describes the 

Dutch knowledge infrastructure for education and highlights recent developments that will shape it in the 

near future. The section starts with main characteristics of the educational system and the desired 

infrastructure, followed by a description of the most important institutions in the field that contribute to more 

evidence-informed education policies and practice. It continues with the efforts made by the Dutch 

government in general and the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science in particular to provide 

educational policies with a solid evidence base. It ends with the need for a new infrastructure and projects 

that will give input for the development of this future infrastructure. 

Main characteristics of the educational system 

The responsibility for national education policies lies with the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. 

One of the key features of the Dutch education system, guaranteed under article 23 of the constitution, is 

freedom of education, i.e. the right for any citizen to found schools and to provide teaching based on 

religious, ideological or educational beliefs. We need to emphasise this unique aspect of the Dutch 

educational system, which is decentralised, values freedom of choice for students and parents, and 

therefore offers both public education as well as ‘special’ public education. They are equally and publicly 

funded and thus considered public education. 

“Freedom to organise teaching” means that schools are free to determine – within legal boundaries – what 

is being taught and how. However, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science is ultimately responsible 

for educational quality within schools and institutions and sets standards which apply to all forms of 

education. These standards prescribe the subjects to be studied, the attainment targets, examination 

syllabuses and content of national examinations. They indicate the number of teaching periods per year, 

the qualifications that teachers are required to have and planning and reporting obligations. They also give 

parents and pupils a say in school matters. 

A cyclical knowledge infrastructure 

The knowledge infrastructure for education includes the infrastructure for educational practice and policy. 

The term ‘education’ covers primary, secondary, vocational and higher education. ‘Knowledge’, in this 

case, means knowledge derived from research.  

We identify four functions in the knowledge infrastructure for education:  

 demand articulation  

 knowledge development 

 knowledge sharing 

 knowledge utilisation.  

If there is an adequate interaction between research and practice, the sequence of the functions form a 

cycle (∞), see  
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Figure 2 below. Implementation of the developed knowledge can lead to new challenges and wishes for 

improvement in the research field and thus lead to new practical questions. In that case, the question will 

have to be reshaped into a research question (demand articulation), and the cycle starts again.  

In the coming 10 years the current infrastructure will be reshaped to form a sustainable knowledge 

infrastructure for education. The knowledge infrastructure for education practice will have three focal 

points:  

 a national knowledge centre for education policy and practice;  

 knowledge exchange networks (e.g. collaborations between universities, teacher training institutes 

and schools); and  

 knowledge utilisation by schools and education institutions.  

While the current focus of this model is on the research-practice axis, the desire is that knowledge for 

policy becomes an integral part of the knowledge infrastructure. We need to further develop and strengthen 

this part of the infrastructure in the years to come.  

Figure 2. Illustration of the cyclical process of the knowledge infrastructure 

 

Key players in the knowledge infrastructure 

The major central players are summarised in Table 7.  

Table 7. Major players in the knowledge infrastructure in the Netherlands 

Actors Description 

Netherlands Initiative for Education 
Research (NRO) 

NRO is a key player in the current knowledge infrastructure for education in demand articulation 
and in knowledge development and sharing. NRO works for education practice and policy. Their 
three main tasks are: 
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 facilitating the coherency of education research by providing direction at a national 

level; 

 awarding grants for high quality research; 

 facilitating knowledge utilisation by improving the links between science and practice. 

Netherlands’ Inspectorate of 
Education (IvhO) 

 

Responsible for the inspection and supervision of school governing boards, schools and 
educational institutions. 

Dutch Education Council Advises governments and parliaments on education policy and legislation. The Council’s work 
culminates in evidence-based studies and advisory reports focused on offering solutions for the 
long term. 

Executive agency for education 
(DUO) 

Provides funding and informs educational participants and educational institutions by collecting 
and managing education data and enriching educational data into information products (IP).  

 

Statistics Netherlands (CBS) Provides statistical information and data to produce insight into social issues. 

Netherlands Institute for Social 
Research (SCP) 

Conducts research into the social aspects of all areas of government policy. 

Rathenau Institute Studies the impact of science and technology on our lives. 

Advisory Council for Science, 
Technology and Innovation (AWTI) 

Advises the Dutch government and parliament on matters related to science, technology and 
innovation. 

In each part of the infrastructure various organisations are involved: commercial organisations, education 

and knowledge organisations and parties with a legal task. The knowledge infrastructure for education has 

the characteristics of a complex network, with local, regional and national institutions, programs, 

partnerships and informal networks. For a well-functioning system, exchange between these different 

levels and organisations is key. Figure 3 gives an overview of the infrastructure.  

Figure 3. Stakeholders in the knowledge infrastructure 

 

National policy to stimulate evidence informed policies 

Ministries are obliged to periodically evaluate policy on the basis of the Accountability Act 2016, following 

detailed guidelines described in several documents. 
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In 2017 the government has launched the 'Insight into Quality' operation. The aim of this operation is to 

gain a better understanding of the societal impact of policy and to make more use of these insights to 

increase the added value of policy for society. An important aim of the program is to promote learning from 

evaluation. The operation looks at improvements in the evaluation function within ministries, and at culture 

and behavior regarding the evaluation of policy. 

Since 2021 all ministries work with a Strategic Evaluation Agenda (SEA) to plan and prioritise evaluations. 

The SEA provides an overview of the important policy themes of a ministry, a brief explanation of the need 

for insight per theme and an appropriate agenda for evaluation research. The SEA contains all ex-ante, 

ex-durante, ex-post studies on policy efficiency and effectiveness, including evaluations of grants, 

agencies and independent governance bodies. As of 2022, the Strategic Evaluation Agenda is an integral 

part of ministries’ budgets.  

All proposals for policy and regulations that are submitted to parliament must contain answers to the 7 

questions of the Integral Assessment Framework (IAK). Application of the IAK brings all relevant 

information needed for decision making at the right time in the policy process. The Ministry of Education, 

Culture and Science has integrated these questions in a Starting Memo (Startnota) that policy officers have 

to use when making new policies.  

Knowledge policy at the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science  

At the central level within the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, the Knowledge Department has 

the responsibility for the overall knowledge infrastructure. The advisors at the department work as brokers 

between research and policy and actively play a role in advising policy makers during the different phases 

of policy development, in an evidence-informed manner. 

In addition to the Knowledge Department, there is a decentralised organisation of knowledge within the 

Ministry. Research coordinators within the various policy directorates also play an important role in the 

articulation of research questions and using knowledge to develop and evaluate policy. Regarding the 

funding of research, the individual policy departments are responsible for their own research budgets. This 

ensures that the development and use of knowledge is not only a matter for the Knowledge Department, 

but for the entire Ministry. This promotes ownership and commitment to the use of knowledge in policy 

making and evaluation. The research coordinators form a network, coordinated by the Knowledge 

Department. Policy officers are supported by information specialists in the use of data. 

The Knowledge Directorate is tasked with: 

 Putting strategic themes on the agenda and formulating knowledge questions 

The Knowledge Department has drawn up the 2019-2024 Strategic Knowledge Agenda together with 

representatives of the policy directorates. In this Knowledge Agenda we have listed the strategic 

questions to answer in the coming 3-5 years.  

 Promoting evidence-informed policy making 

We do this by advising policy makers on assignments and supervision of research projects and linking 

policy and research. The Knowledge Department brings several fields of expertise to the policy making 

tables, such as:  

o Theory of change 

o Methodological knowledge, i.e. experiments 

o Coherence between policy issues across domains and coherence within education sectors 

o Insight from behavioural sciences.  
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The department has several instruments to encourage interactions amongst researchers and policy 

makers and to promote the use of education research: 

 Facilitate policy ateliers to explore the policy problem and formulate the public values that are at 

stake.  

 The data lab of the Knowledge Department is investigating which new opportunities exist for data-

driven research methods and solutions. On request, the colleagues of the data lab can provide 

support in assessing external data analyses or function as broker, acting between technical 

researchers and policymakers.  

 Coordinate and organise (knowledge) network, work as a liaison or account manager towards 

knowledge institutions and planning agencies and organise knowledge exchange within knowledge 

networks relevant to the Ministry, e.g. by organising the annual Knowledge Festival, knowledge 

lunches and expert meetings. 

Need for improvement of the knowledge infrastructure 

In the last years, several reports underlined the need to improve the knowledge infrastructure for education 

policy and practice. These were integrated in a report by Galan Group (2020). The Education Inspectorate 

has been signaling for some time that available knowledge is not optimally used to improve education in 

schools, institutions and teacher training. This applies to all education sectors, from primary education to 

scientific education, although the main challenges differ within each sector. Educational policy can also be 

more thoroughly grounded in established research on policy theory and interventions. 

The exploration of the Galan Group identifies the following bottlenecks: 

 Necessary knowledge is often not available in clear and useful formats for education;  

 Little mutual sharing of knowledge and little translation of local knowledge to generic knowledge; 

 Limited research and evaluation culture in schools;  

 Little attention to cross-sectoral issues. 

In addition to this we see several perennial challenges in the relation research-policy:  

 Lack of a culture of evaluation in the policy arena  

 Lack of systematic and tailored overviews of research outcomes for policy makers  

 Lack of research competences among policy makers  

 Lack of understanding of the policy process among researchers  

 Lack of time for systematic reflection in the policy preparation process.  

The relationship between researchers and policy makers is a two-way negotiation in which both partners 

learn from each other. Researchers need to accept that policy making is a complex, non-linear process 

driven by multiple factors of which research knowledge is only one. Other elements include organisational 

structures, media, public opinion and budgets. Policy makers need to understand (or learn) how to request 

the evidence that really informs their decisions. It is the challenge of the brokers between research and 

policy, like the Knowledge Department, to see how we can stimulate and facilitate the systematic use of 

knowledge in policy making, given the multiple factors that are involved.   

Testing ground and accelerator for a new knowledge infrastructure  

Two programmes were recently launched and function as a testing ground and accelerator for a new 

education practice knowledge infrastructure: the national education program (NPO) and the National 

Growth Fund.  



   17 

  
  

The National Education Program (NPO) is an investment program for the period 2021-2025 to respond 

to the consequences of the corona crisis for students. The total budget for primary and secondary 

education is 5,8 billion euros and for vocational and higher education 2,7 billion euros. The core of the 

program for basic education is school-specific programs that schools make on the basis of their own 

analysis. The National Education Program pays a lot of attention to the use of proven effective 

interventions.  

The ministry offers primary and secondary schools a toolkit (menu) with different possible measures, that 

are scored on three indicators: effects, proof and costs. This menu is based on the well-known EEF 

Teaching and Learning Toolkit. Knowledge sharing is another important pillar of the Program. Together 

with the school board, schools evaluate and refine the approach where necessary. The implementation of 

the Program is monitored intensively with periodical reports to parliament.  

While the resources for the Program are limited, the measures can be an important step in the direction of 

a structural reinforcement of the knowledge infrastructure for education. The National Program creates a 

logical growth model for strengthening the knowledge infrastructure, in which a national knowledge centre 

plays a central role.  

With the National Growth Fund the Dutch government will earmark € 20 billion for the period 2021-2025 

for project investments in knowledge development, and research, development and innovation. In the field 

of education, three proposals about knowledge development were recently awarded (see Box 3). 

Box 3. Knowledge development projects funded by the National Growth Fund 

Powered development (Ontwikkelkracht) 

Initiatives in the Netherlands and abroad show that investments in knowledge sharing, development of 

effective interventions, strengthening of research and improvement cultures in schools and 

professionalisation of teachers and school leaders, lead to higher quality professionals, professional 

school cultures and higher pupil performance. Teachers and school leaders in primary and secondary 

education will be in charge in this project, that will focus on the above elements, in cooperation with 

researchers. Requested contribution: € 332,2 million in total for 10 years. 

Digital education: a job well done! 

To realise excellent education and the ambitions of education for the future, an efficient, safe, 

trustworthy and future proof digital (educational materials) infrastructure is necessary. Public and 

private parties and software suppliers have come together to realise this digital infrastructure by 

developing a framework of operational (open) standards, basic facilities and agreements. Requested 

contribution: € 34.3 million. 

Digital Impulse Education 

The programme will combine the efforts of all 113 vocational education and training (VET) institutions, 

universities of applied sciences, and research universities. This will create a standardised, secure, and 

dependable sector-based IT infrastructure and a sector-based knowledge infrastructure. Central 

sharing of resources, and security and privacy assurances will ensure faster and more effective working, 

secure facilities, expertise in educational innovation, mobility, and freedom of choice for students. 

Centres for Teaching & Learning will ensure the results are implemented in the educational institutions. 

Requested contribution: € 560 million. 

While stimulating evidence-informed working in the education field, the NPO and National Growth Fund 

also influence education policy makers in a positive way. With their strong focus on evidence, evaluation 
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and monitoring, these programs increase the capacity of the Ministry as a learning organisation, which is 

highly necessary (practice what you preach!). 

Alongside a wide range of partners, we are working towards improving quality of education in all education 

sectors, a strong evidence-informed teaching profession, improved knowledge dissemination and use of 

knowledge about what works, improved connection between research, policy and practice. This happens 

via continuous interaction between the various stakeholders. A structural investment of around 80 million 

euros is needed to realise all elements of the desired knowledge infrastructure for education policy and 

practice in the coming years. 

Part IV. Curriculum revision in the Netherlands: a short story 

To illustrate the use and non-use of (research) knowledge with a concrete example, the story of curriculum 

revision in primary and secondary education will be presented at the seminar. The case of curriculum 

renewal is interesting because different types of knowledge are involved in a highly politicised discussion 

about what students should learn. The overall timeline of the curriculum renewal is illustrated in Figure 4.  

Figure 4. Curriculum revision in the Netherlands: timeline 

 

 

Source: Elaborated from text provided by the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. 

Directly relating to the trajectory outlined in the above figure, it is worth highlighting a few additional points 

to better understand the process.  

During the parliamentary debates in 2016, several criticisms were raised:  

 Insufficient support for the proposals among teachers; 

 Lack of scientific evidence; 

 Concern that subjects will disappear with the introduction of ‘knowledge domains’; 

 Focus on competences raises concerns about insufficient knowledge in the curriculum. 
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As outlined in the figure, the State Secretary proposed to hold a dialogue to respond to these debates, and 

a steering group was commissioned to advise on the feasibility of a comprehensive curriculum reform. The 

dialogue resulted in a new approach in which teachers should be in the lead of developing building blocks 

for a revised curriculum based on the traditional subjects.  

In 2019 and 2020, the Parliamentary committee for education prepared the debate about the building 

blocks extensively: the committee organised technical briefings, a round table debate with experts, and 

hearings.  These revealed a broad support for the need to adjust the curriculum, but also raised various 

points of criticism that were voiced in the following debate.   

The criticisms related to: 

 the alleged lack of an underlying problem analysis; 

 the scientific underpinning of the proposals and the support among teachers; 

 the necessary preconditions (time, space, resources) for implementation; 

 the impact on schools in relation to the teacher shortage and experienced high work pressure; 

 the overload: the proposals seem more extensive than the current core objectives; 

 the significance of this revision for equality of opportunity and functional illiteracy. 

Several members of parliament insisted on the establishment of a temporary scientific curriculum 

committee to validate the proposals of the teacher-led teams. As outlined in the figure, this committee was 

formed in September 2020, and published several reports in 2021, including one about the usefulness of 

the proposals mentioned earlier and another report about the headlines of the revision of the curriculum 

goals.  

As a consequence, the curriculum revision was declared ‘controversial’ by the Second Chamber, which 

meant that the development of the new curriculum came virtually to a halt. Nevertheless several 

discussions were held in parliament, in particular about proposals to adjust examination programs in 

secondary education. Parliament agreed upon the necessity to adjust certain examination programs (in 

the last years of secondary education in all tracks). The revision of goals for primary education and lower 

secondary education explicitly had to wait for a new government.  Members of Parliament kept voicing 

worries about the over-ambition of a comprehensive reform and the support by teachers. 

Only recently the newly-appointed Minister proposed to parliament to revise the curriculum step by step, 

starting with the attainment targets for numeracy, literacy, digital skills and citizenship. Furthermore, the 

minister announced that he will develop a system of periodical curriculum maintenance to make sure 

curriculum reform in the future will take place when necessary and more independently from political whim. 

This development will be based on an advice from the scientific curriculum committee.  
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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 Error! Reference source not found.): 

 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 5. 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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Norway 
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