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ABSTRACT
Test-based accountability or ‘TBA,’ as a core element of the perva-
sive Global Education Reform Movement (GERM), has become
a central characteristic of education systems around the world.
TBA often comes in conjunction with greater school autonomy,
enabling governments to assess ‘school quality’ (i.e. test results)
from a distance. Often, quality improvement is further encouraged
through the publication of these results. Research has investigated
this phenomenon and its effects, much of it focusing on Anglo-
Saxon cases. This paper, drawing on expert interviews and key
policy documents, couples a policy borrowing with a policy instru-
ments approach to critically examine how and why TBA has devel-
oped in the highly autonomous Dutch system. It finds that TBA
evolved incrementally, advancing towards higher stakes for schools
and boards. Further, it argues that school autonomy has been
central to the development of TBA in two ways. Firstly, following
a period of decentralisation that increased school(board) auton-
omy, the Dutch government saw a need to strengthen account-
ability to ensure education quality. This was influenced by
international discourse and accelerated by a (politically exploited)
national ‘quality crisis’ in education. Secondly, the traditionally
autonomous Dutch system, shaped by ‘Freedom of Education’,
has at times conflicted with TBA, and has played a significant role
in (re)shaping global policy and in mitigating the GERM.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been a considerable and growing interest in the role of
accountability in education: the instruments through which it is realised, the actors it
involves and the effects that it has. What is particularly noteworthy is the apparent
similarities in accountability policies being adopted by quite different education systems
across the globe. With standardised testing and data playing a central role, accountability
is often synonymous with test-based accountability or ‘TBA.’ Moreover, often account-
ability does not come in isolation but alongside or in close pursuit of policies that afford
greater autonomy and responsibility at the school level. This is based on the theory that
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by increasing autonomy (both administrative and educational), schools can adapt teach-
ing to the local context, become more innovative and responsive and enjoy greater
community engagement while increasing teachers’motivation and feelings of ownership
(OECD 2013). In this context, strengthening accountability thus becomes a way for
governments to maintain quality from a distance.

Despite research showing mixed results at best (see for example Hanushek, Link, and
Woessmann (2013) or Ko, Cheng, and Lee 2016), this ‘school autonomy and (test-based)
accountability’ phenomenon, promoted by international organisations such as the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the World
Bank (Rizvi and Lingard 2010), has spread worldwide. It has its roots in neoliberal Anglo-
Saxon countries, is shaped by the New Public management values of efficiency and
effectiveness and is achieved through mechanisms of decentralisation, standardisation
and marketization. Such reforms have had far-reaching implications. A ‘datafication’ of
the profession (see for example, Lewis and Holloway 2019) is changing what education
quality means, what is valued, and ultimately, changing teaching practices and profes-
sional identities (Day 2002; Evetts 2003, 2009; Hargreaves 2000). This wider reform
package, having now spread well beyond its Anglo-Saxon roots, has been coined the
global education reform movement or ‘GERM’ by influential academics such as
Hargreaves and Sahlberg. It has led to the conceptualisation of a global education policy
space (Verger, Novelli, and Altinyelken 2012) and has resulted in the dramatic expansion
of research into areas such as ‘global policy transfer’ and ‘policy borrowing’ (Steiner-
Khamsi 2014; Verger 2014).

This paper, based on expert interviews and reviews of key policy documents, looks at
the influence of the GERM and the drivers behind TBA in one country – the Netherlands.
Focusing on the primary school level, this is done by adopting an instrument-centred
approach to better understand policy selection and the development of TBA, examining
the role of school autonomy within this. The research forms part of a larger, comparative
project, known as ReformEd, which examines the evolution and enactment of school
autonomy and accountability policies in a number of contexts (reformedproject.eu).

Perhaps due to its noteworthy characteristics (a highly decentralised system with
a long history of inspection and testing), school autonomy and accountability in the
Netherlands has received international attention (OECD 2016b; UNESCO & GMR 2017;
World Bank 2012). Yet these discussions remain largely normative, lacking a broader,
critical perspective on how and why these policies have developed. While in many ways,
the reforms in the Netherlands are typically characteristic of the GERM (increased
autonomy followed by greater accountability through the testing of core learning stan-
dards), in other ways, the Dutch system is unique. Indeed, while school autonomy
increased in the late 20th century it was certainly not born in this period (see Eurydice
2008). Rather, ‘Freedom of Education’ has been a defining characteristic of the system for
over 100 years, and remains crucial in shaping education policy today. Therefore, in the
age of school autonomy with accountability, this case provides an insight into the
tensions that can also exist between these two elements and highlights the absolute
importance of national context, institutional legacy and the domestic policy agenda in
‘global policy’ research.

The paper seeks to answer three main questions: (Q1) How and why has test-based
accountability developed in the Dutch education system over recent years? (Q2) What
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were the drivers behind the selection of TBA and why were seemingly ‘interventionist’
policies adopted in such an autonomous system? (Q3) What effect has Freedom of
Education had on the shape that TBA has taken, and with what impacts?

Following this introduction (1), section (2) presents the theoretical framework used to
analyse the development of the GERM and TBA, with a focus on the dynamics of policy
borrowing and policy instrumentation linked to it. Section (3) presents the methodology
and (4) the national context. Results are then presented (5) in three sub-sections
addressing each of the research questions outlined above. Finally, in the discussion (6)
and conclusion (7), findings are more broadly situated in theory to show how they can be
used to better understand and guide policy reform and instrument choice, and the
implications for further research are discussed. The paper argues that the core principles
of the GERM are clearly present in the Netherlands, and that (certainly for a period) TBA
developed incrementally, advancing towards higher stakes for schools and transforming
in unforeseen ways. Evidence shows the importance of the international environment in
the Dutch adoption of TBA, particularly the OECD and its Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) which acted as both an influencer and legitimiser of GERM-
based policies. At the same time, findings point to the central role of local institutions and
the domestic policy agenda in shaping instrument selection and adaption. The Dutch
tradition of ‘Freedom of Education’ has been found to have played a particularly impor-
tant role in mitigating TBA.

2. Adopting a systemic policy instruments approach to TBA

Sahlberg (2016) highlights three main principles of the GERM, namely decentralisation
(providing schools with expanded decision-making powers), standards (detailing what
students are expected to know and encouraging focused and fluid learning), and account-
ability, defined as:

. . . a relationship between an actor and a forum, in which the actor has an obligation to
explain and to justify his or her conduct, the forum can pose questions and pass judgement,
and the actor may face consequences. (Bovens 2007, p.450)

The standardised test ties these three principles together (Ball, Junemann, and Santori
2017; Verger, Parcerisa, and Fontdevila 2019). These tests tend to focus on what has
become accepted internationally (partly as a consequence of the OECD’s PISA initiative)
as the core learning areas: numeracy and literacy. Student scores – or what are mislead-
ingly referred to as ‘outcomes’ – in relation to relative or absolute standards, become
synonymous with education quality. To encourage transparency and market dynamics,
these scores are usually published. In many ways, TBA is an effective policy instrument:
the concept of school quality is simplified, standardised and quantified, meaning it can be
assessed from a distance and encouraged through school competition. Verger, Parcerisa,
and Fontdevila (2019) have succinctly summarised these main GERM principles and the
role of standardised testing in each case (Table 1).

Themajority of literature focuses on the application and impact of these three principles
in Anglo-Saxon, neoliberal contexts. These contexts have almost become synonymous with
the GERM and are considered to have adopted particularly high-stakes forms of TBA in the
pursuit of strengthening school choice and market mechanisms (Verger, Parcerisa, and
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Fontdevila 2019). Policy reform in the US, beginning over 15 years ago with ‘No Child Left
behind’ and evolving into ‘Every Student Succeeds’ has received particular attention. The
reforms intended to increase school quality through market competition and by setting
clear student achievement targets, with rewards (such as teacher bonuses) and sanctions
(such as school closure) attached to student outcomes. Promises of autonomy have led to
the increase of publically funded, (semi-)autonomous schools, such as charter schools in
the US and academies in England. These schools are particularly subject to narrow, output-
based forms of accountability, which brings into question whether this ‘autonomy’ is in fact
experienced by educators (Crawford 2001; Kauko and Salokangas 2015). Indeed, with such
high-stakes attached to test scores, research has shown time and again that teachers feel
under great pressure to performwithin increasingly narrow boundaries (see Ball 2003), and
constricted and overworked as a result (for example, Berryhill, Linney, and Fromewick
2009; Day and Smethem 2009). It has also been repeatedly found that such policies produce
undesired practices including; teaching to the test, reshaping the test pool, educational
triage and cheating (see de Wolf and Janssens 2007 for an overview). Wider, more
secondary impacts of these issues include increasing inequalities between schools and
students and a narrowing and instrumentalisation of education, as well as teacher depro-
fessionalisation and job dissatisfaction (Evers and Kneyber 2015; Verger and Parcerisa
2017). Yet despite these negative effects, the implementation of prescribed learning stan-
dards, standardised tests and accountability, continue to grow (Verger, Parcerisa, and
Fontdevila 2019). Intergovernmental organisations – particularly the OECD – have played
a key role here, promoting these policies as ‘best practice’ and a way to improve student
learning outcomes, performance in international assessments such as PISA, and ultimately,
economic competitiveness (Rizvi and Lingard 2010).

A body of research has investigated the growth and spread of such policies through the
lens of policy-borrowing. The work of Steiner-Khamsi (see for example, 2013, 2014 &,
2016) is particularly significant here, emphasising the need to take a systems theory
approach to understand the cross-national policy-borrowing phenomenon. This, it is
argued, bridges the gap between a macro, neo-institutionalist approach – in which
important contextual differences that exist between ‘global’ policies are essentially
glossed over – and those country-case approaches adopted by cultural anthropology in

Table 1. The role of national assessments within the GERM.
GERM principle Definition and main policies Role of national assessments

Standards Prescription of a national curriculum and
establishment of quality standards

National assessments used to make sure schools
meet and adhere to evaluable learning standards

Decentralization Transfer of competences and authority from the
central government to lower administrative
levels

National assessments used to control state,
regional, provincial and local authorities

Devolution of managerial and/or pedagogical
responsibilities to principals and schools

National assessments used to govern at a distance
a range of autonomous providers through the
principles of outcomes-based management

Accountability Educational actors made responsible for their
actions/results through some form of
evaluation linked to consequences

Administrative
accountability

Test results attached to incentives
or sanctions for schools,
principals and teachers

Market
accountability

Test results used to inform
school choice and promote
school competition

Verger, Parcerisa, and Fontdevila (2019), pp. 5.
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which the homogenising effects of globalisation are downplayed or even ‘denounced’
(Steiner-Khamsi 2014, p. 161). Indeed, the strong similarities between the instruments
used to govern education systems around the world cannot be ignored, yet at the same
time, we see important differences between the characteristics of these instruments
including the techniques and tools that comprise them and their final uses and impacts.
It is thus essential to recognise the dynamics behind the reception – ‘the political,
economic, and cultural reasons that account for the attractiveness of a reform from
elsewhere’ and the translation – ‘the act of local adaptation, modification, or re-framing’
of imported reforms (Steiner-Khamsi 2014, p.153). These processes and the contextually
specific drivers behind them result in a uniquely evolved set of policy instruments and
tools. Indeed, the Netherlands has quite different educational and administrative tradi-
tions than those Anglo-Saxon ‘GERM pioneers’ previously discussed. It straddles the
border between such neoliberal models and the more centralised and welfare-based
continental and Scandinavian models (Karsten 1999). This context plays a crucial role
in (re-)shaping what, at least superficially, appear to be the same policies. Significantly,
governments do not import foreign policies blindly, but select those elements that fit
their own agenda, and may make strategic use of ‘internationally-approved’ instruments
as a way to justify and legitimise national reform, in a process referred to as externalisa-
tion (Schriewer 1990; Steiner-Khamsi 2014 &2016).

This paper couples a policy borrowing with a policy instruments approach to
understand the development of TBA in the Netherlands. This approach recognises
the national and international drivers behind reform but zooms in on the policy
instruments selected to achieve this reform and the evolution of these instruments.
By unpacking the logics of choice (Le Galès 2010), the policy instruments approach
seeks to overcome the shortcomings of the functionalist approach to policy adoption,
which assumes that instruments are natural or neutral, and freely available for selection
by policy-makers (Kassim & le Gales 2010). This functionalist approach has been
criticised as a gross oversimplification of the policy process (Kassim and Le Galès
2010; Peters 2002). Policy-makers do not freely choose the most technically adept
instrument in light of policy goals, rather, selection is a far more complex, contingent
and bounded process. As well as guided by perceived policy effectiveness or ‘instru-
mentality’ (Capano & Lippi 2017), instrument choice is also guided by acceptance.
Acceptance is based on perceptions of appropriateness or ‘legitimacy’ (Capano & Lippi
2017), which in turn, are mediated by a range of factors, such as institutions, interests,
ideas, individuals and the international environment (Peters 2002) as well as by
decision-makers’ preferences (Capano & Lippi 2017).

Further, a policy instruments perspective offers important theories on how adopted
instruments and selected techniques and tools might develop. Understanding policy
instruments as life forms, or ‘institutions’ (Lascoumes and Le Gales 2007), independent
of the decisions that created them, helps us understand their evolution, diffusion, and
impact. Predicting their path and their final outcomes can therefore be difficult (Bezes
2007). Finally, as instruments are not equal but favour some actors over others, it can also
be challenging to predict who will benefit from the instrument and who will be dis-
advantaged (Lascoumes and Le Gales 2007; Kassim and Le Galès 2010).

By taking an approach that recognises the drivers behind instrument adoption, and
the factors that shape it, importance is given to the complex, multi-level mechanisms at
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work, and the interaction between different spaces. This complements the notion of
a ‘global policy space’ and theories on cross-national policy borrowing (Verger, Novelli,
and Altinyelken 2012). Indeed, by acknowledging the influencing and legitimising
processes at the international level, while simultaneously recognising the importance of
national context and domestic agenda, we can better understand the growth of TBA and
the spread of the GERM. Given the significance of school autonomy in the Netherlands,
much of the discourse around instrument and tool choice is ideological. Therefore, it is
not always the most ‘straight forward’ or the most effective policy that is adopted.

3. Methodology

This paper forms part of a wider study that takes the Netherlands as one case through
which to explore autonomy and accountability policies. This case-study approach enables
at once a recognition of nation-bound policy and the institutional legacy that shapes it,
while acknowledging those influencing factors that sit outside of these boundaries (Yin
2009).

Findings are based on two main sources. Firstly, from 25 interviews conducted
between October 2017 and February 2018. Key organisations were identified that play
an important role in educational policy formation, testing, and accountability, and
participants were chosen by their position in these organisations. Once initial stake-
holders were identified, a snowball sampling method (Teddlie and Yu 2007) was used to
find other participants and organisations should any have been overlooked. Participants
included policy-makers, policy-consultants, policy-designers, members of advisory
councils, councils of school boards, managers of school boards, representatives of
teacher, parent and student organisations, representatives of national testing and curri-
culum organisations, and academics. A small number of these also had second (or more
accurately, first) roles as teachers, and one as a school principal. Their dual roles help to
enrich the data by also providing a more practice-based insight into TBA. Apart from in
four cases, where two colleagues were interviewed simultaneously, all interviews were
one-to-one. In one instance, due to participant preference, key questions were emailed to
two respondents who sent a joint written reply. As such, these respondents are cited
together. The total number of participants totalled 31. For anonymity purposes, quoted
participants have been described broadly.

As this study forms part of a comparative project, an interview protocol was developed
amongst the project team, with interviews taking a semi-structured form to respect con-
textual differences and participant expertise. The protocol concentrated primarily on the
process of policy formation and the drivers behind policy selection. This included the
problems that policies aimed to address, how these problems were legitimised and by
who, as well as the sources or ‘inspiration’ of solutions. It also focused on policy consensus,
negotiation and adaptation.

Interviews were conducted in English (with Dutch used when necessary), were audio-
recorded and lasted between 45 and 110 min. Interviews were later transcribed, coded and
analysed using the programme Atlas.ti. Codes were developed in line with the interview
protocol and included for example ‘problem content,’ ‘problem definer’ and ‘problem
consensus.’ Codes also carefully reflected the considerations taken into account during
the policy formation process, such as ‘pol consid_ideological’ or ‘pol consid_technical’ as
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well as reflecting the changes policies went through, e.g. ‘pol_negotiation.’A code book was
developed amongst the project team in which codes were defined and clarification provided
on when they should and should not be used. For more information about participant
selection, the interview protocol and the code book, see Fontdevila (forthcoming). Using
these codes more specific, national-level drivers were then identified through the use of
memos. These included, for example, ‘PISA scores,’ ‘poor student competencies’ and
‘Freedom of Education.’ In this way, codes adopted a critical focus that uncovered dynamic
negotiation processes, the drivers behind instrument and tool selection, and policy
evolution.

The second source of information was online policy documents. Documents con-
nected to key legislation, as outlined in section five, were predominately found on the
websites of the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, and the website of the House
of Representatives. These documents consisted of proposals of law, explanatory reports,
parliamentary responses, advice from consultative bodies, letters from the Minister of
Education to the House of Representatives, and the final publications of law. In keeping
with the interview protocol, when reading these documents particular attention was paid
to the way in which problems and solutions were framed, and how they reflected the
processes of policy negotiation and evolution. The documents provided important back-
ground information which helped to corroborate the information provided in interviews
and to deepen understanding of TBA policies in general.

4. National context

Dutch education is a highly autonomous, highly tracked system (OECD 2016a). Based on
performance at primary level, students attend various forms of mainstream secondary
education; ‘VMBO’ (leading to senior vocational training after graduation at 16), ‘HAVO’
(leading to university of applied science after graduation at 17) and ‘VWO’ (leading to
scientific university after graduation at 18). There are also tracks within these three streams,
making the Dutch system the most tracked amongst OECD economies (OECD 2014). The
current structure of education and the policy dynamics that shape it must be understood by
going back to key events and periods of reform over the last 100 years:

4.1. Freedom of education

In the early 1900s, Dutch society was pillarized along religious lines. Decades of struggle,
in which Christian groups called for equal government funding for their own schools,
culminated in the ‘Pacification of 1917.’ This saw an amendment to Article 23 of the
Constitution, known as ‘Freedom of Education.’ The Act affords three fundamental
freedoms to all schools (provided key criteria are met); ‘freedom of school establishment’,
‘freedom of direction’ (shaping schools around a particular religious or philosophical
belief) and ‘freedom of organisation’ (including; choice of teaching methods, materials,
and personnel) (Glenn and de Groof 2012). The Act also states that the overall quality of
education should be a government concern. The Act resulted in the private establishment
of many schools across the country. These independent or ‘bijzonder’ schools quickly
came to outnumber public schools. Rather than being managed by local government,
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they were managed by school boards, often composed of parents, and had the right to set
their own selection policies and to receive extra funding from private sources.

4.2. Decentralisation

Decades later, during a period of decentralisation that began in the 1980s under
a Conservative (confessional-neoliberal) government (Sleegers and Wesselingh 1995),
differences between public and independent schools were reduced. A crucial step came in
1994 with the signing of the Schevenings Beraad: an agreement between central govern-
ment, school boards, teacher unions and parent organisations. Municipalities gained core
responsibilities from the central government (becoming providers of school housing and
‘educational-disadvantages’), but at the same time handed over management-powers of
public schools to independent bodies. Public schools therefore became (administratively)
very similar to their ‘independent’ counterparts. Importantly, the Schevenings Beraad also
laid out a new system of funding. Rather than a claims-based system, school boards would
be given a single ‘lump-sum’ payment, calculated on a per-capita basis.1 This resulted in
boards and schools having greater decision-making powers over matters such as staff
employment and (theoretically) over educational tools and content (Karsten 1999).
However, the new system also loaded them with great administrative and financial respon-
sibilities. ‘Lump-sum funding’ was introduced sector by sector until it finally came to
primary-schools in 2006. These momentous reforms imitated those happening elsewhere,
led by conservative neoliberal governments in the UK and the US, and driven by
a neoliberal push for efficiency (reducing government spending and administrative bur-
dens) rather than by ideological notions of school autonomy.

These developments have led to a system where almost all schools in the Netherlands are
publicly funded yet independently managed. They have also resulted in a highly diverse
system where parents are free to choose between ‘general’ schools, schools with a particular
pedagogical foundation and/or schools that adopt a particular religious or philosophical
approach. The Dutch system can therefore be described as de facto ‘quasi-market’ (see
Bartlett 1993 in van Zanten 2009). Yet, while these freedoms have meant diversity and choice
they have also led to concerns over segregation and inequality, particularly in large urban
centres with high immigrant populations (Altinyelken and Karsten 2015; Vedder 2006).

4.3. The governance of Dutch schools

It is important to clarify that while school autonomy is a distinguishing feature of the
Dutch system, officially this autonomy lies with the school boards. Although this
distinction may have been insignificant in the early-mid 20th century (when boards
were generally parent-run and served one school), more recent neoliberal reforms
resulted in mergers of boards and their increasing professionalization. Now, in many
cases (particularly in urban areas) one board is responsible for several schools. Recent
data reveals that over 90% of decisions, both curricular and administrative, are made at
the level of the school board, or – given that boards may devolve some or many of these
responsibilities to school management – at a lower level (OECD 2016a). The direct role of
the central government in schools is thus officially rather limited. As well as having
overall responsibility for the teacher training system, the government’s main role is as
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quality assurer: to ensure that minimum requirements are met in terms of school
management, student care and student attainment. Concerning this third element, the
government is responsible for the setting of core learning standards and national tests.

Testing has traditionally occurred at two key stages: at the end of primary and the end of
secondary education. In theirfinal year of primary (mostly aged 12), themajority of students
have customarily sat an ‘end-test,’ made by the public-private ‘CITO’ organisation.2 This
test was first used in 1968 as a meritocratic, class-independent way of streaming students
into secondary education. Since the 1980s, test-based ‘student monitoring systems’ (abbre-
viated to ‘LVS’) have also been used by the majority of primary schools. Also developed by
CITO and designed primarily for formative purposes, they are based on biannual tests
covering the core learning areas and are taken throughout primary school.

With regard to learning standards, given the constitutionally confined role of the
government in educational practices, the implementation of any form of core curricula
has been challenging. The result of decades of increasing input regulation from the 1970s
was a messy and overcrowded curriculum (Kuiper and Berkvens 2013) leaving schools
confused about what was most worth teaching and concerned over excessive government
involvement. To address this, the number of objectives has since been reduced and de-
specified, resulting in extremely broad goals that offer little guidance. This is also
problematic for schools. It has led to the development of the ‘tule’: a much more detailed
guide as to how students can achieve these broad goals. This in turn has been incorpo-
rated into the textbooks of many of the big publishers. Yet, within a high-stakes testing
environment (which will be presented next), many schools are keen to follow these
textbooks carefully, bringing into question to what degree schools actually experience
curricula autonomy.

The following findings section presents the formation and evolution of TBA in the
Netherlands, examining the multi-level drivers behind policy selection and in particular,
the impact of the Dutch legacy of educational autonomy. The section is divided into
three, each subsection addressing one of the research questions listed in the introduction.

5. Findings: the development & evolution of TBA in the Netherlands

5.1. The development of TBA

The Netherlands has not been immune to the GERM. Over recent decades the core
principles of this global reform have been progressively assimilated into the Dutch
education system. With decentralisation policies handing greater decision-making
powers to boards and schools, culminating in 2006 with the lump-sum funding of
primary schools, the government began taking measures to ensure a firmer grip on
education quality. Several techniques and tools were developed to establish, monitor
and stimulate student attainment in core areas. While these operate in different ways and
through different actors, they all function through data generated by standardised tests.
They are therefore discussed collectively as ‘TBA’. The section below reveals the incre-
mental development of TBA at the primary school level, with the primary end-test
expanding quite beyond its original streaming function, and advancing towards higher
and higher stakes for schools and boards. This will be illustrated through five key
moments:
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Testing linked to inspection regime: In keeping with the autonomous system, Dutch
school inspection has worked on a ‘proportional’ basis since 2002 (de Wolf, Verkroost,
and Franssen 2017). Whereas the intensity of inspection was initially based on school
self-evaluation, in 2007 it became risk-based and outcome-centred. At the primary level,
this meant that schools performing below average in the end-test for three consecutive
years would be considered ‘at risk’ and likely to receive an on-site inspection. Based on
this, schools deemed low-performing would be labelled ‘(very) weak’. As well as resulting
in more intrusive monitoring, these labels could be harmful for attracting new students.

Interviews revealed that risk-based inspection models were heavily influenced by
similar systems in the US and aimed to increase efficiency (more targeted inspection)
and effectiveness (increasing incentives for school improvement). The model simulta-
neously fulfilled more ideological criteria, leaving adequately performing schools to their
own devices. This method of inspection placed a new significance on testing. It became
not only high-stakes for students, but for schools. We can understand it both as driven by
and a driver of a ‘datafication’ of education:

In this period, a lot of data became available for schools in the Netherlands so this enabled
the Inspectorate to build risk models and to have a smarter way of inspection; (. . .) to focus
on the underperforming schools and leave alone, or trust, the better performing schools.
Because, especially the better performing schools, said ‘the inspector is of no use to us
anymore, we copied their way of looking at quality, we can benchmark from the internet
now as all the information from the Inspectorate is made publicly available . . ..

(Member of the Inspectorate)

More recently, inspection has shifted to the level of the school board, yet results-based
risk-monitoring at the school level remains an important part of the framework. Further,
as part of a government push for ‘excellence’ in education, the Inspectorate can now also
award schools with labels of ‘good’ and ‘excellent.’

Sanctions attached to test results: In the late 2000s, there were important discussions
concerning who was ultimately responsible for school quality and how this quality could be
ensured. In 2009, these discussions culminatedwith the passing of the ‘GoodEducation,Good
Governance Act’. The Act reminded school boards of their responsibility for school quality
and required them to comply with a good governance code. Significantly, the Act also
introduced sanctions for underperforming schools. Schools that continuously performed
below average in the end-test could effectively be closed by the Minister of Education. In
such a traditionally autonomous system, the Act can be considered somewhat momentous,
and has been described as ‘unprecedented’ (Waslander 2010) in terms of the level of govern-
ment involvement it enabled:

This means that national government can interfere in schools related to education quality, and
that is unprecedented. Before, because we have this tradition of autonomy and especially
freedom of education, we wouldn’t tolerate – ‘we’ – the school boards, the association of school
boards – wouldn’t tolerate national government interfering so strongly, so that’s why it’s key.

(Academic 1)

Detailed core standards: In 2010, (when sentiment was for reduced input regulation), the
government introduced somewhat uncharacteristically detailed learning standards in the
core areas of language and numeracy. In an attempt to raise basic quality and encourage
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continuous learning paths, the ‘Reference Levels in Dutch Language and Numeracy Act’
specifies the minimum competencies that students should have at key points in their
school careers.

Well, it was the first time that the government was really setting standards. For the levels in
numeracy and literacy to be reached by schools . . . by law . . . that was quite new.

(Policy-maker 1)

To ensure that schools were meeting these standards at the primary level, they would be
formally evaluated through the long-standing primary end-test.

The publication of test results: Over the last decade, the Inspectorate’s ‘quality card’
system3 has become increasingly replaced by the online platform ‘Windows for
Accountability,’ or ‘Vensters’. This platform, introduced nationally to secondary-
schools in 2010 and to primary-schools a few years later, combines centralised quanti-
tative data (such as student numbers, average end-test scores, and student placement in
secondary education), with qualitative school-held data (such as the school’s mission,
plan, and annual report). This model of accountability lends itself particularly well to
the Netherlands, reinforcing its quasi-market character. Although school quality indi-
cators were originally introduced as a government reaction rather than a GERM-
inspired policy (following the publication of school rankings in a national newspaper),
‘Vensters’ is now being promoted as a valuable benchmarking and information tool.
Visitors to the site are, for example, encouraged to ‘compare schools.’

Testing made compulsory: Standardised testing became a priority of the government in
the late 2000´s, first under a centrist (neoliberal-labour-confessional) coalition, and later
taken up with vigour by a Conservative (neoliberal-confessional) coalition. Policy docu-
ments from this period emphasise the importance of testing in strengthening core skills,
encouraging excellence, and realising continuous learning paths. At the primary level, the
introduction of these measures came through the 2014 Act ‘Central End-test and Student
and Education Monitoring System’. The language and numeracy reference levels were
incorporated into the primary end-test, and for the first time in its history, the test was
made compulsory.4 The Act also made the use of test-based LVS systems compulsory
throughout primary education.

While policy documents emphasise the importance of testing for boards, schools, and
students, the growing centrality of test-data for purposes of administrative accountability
(linked to inspection, sanctions and evaluation of the reference levels) means that it had
also become of great importance to the government. LVS test data have also been
assumed into the government’s push for ‘excellence’ through achievement-oriented
work (opbrengstgericht werken), and by providing national benchmark data, it has
become increasingly linked to school accountability (Visscher and Ehren 2011). Whilst
primarily used by school boards, LVS test data (from groups 3, 4 and 6) may also be
requested by the Inspectorate should a school be judged ‘at risk’.

5.2. Conditions for reform & the reception of global ideas

The Dutch adoption of decentralised decision-making with strengthened test-based
administrative and market accountability mechanisms reflects dominant ‘global ideas’
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concerning effective ways to govern education systems. Based on the accounts of several
policy experts, the notion that accountability is the inevitable and necessary counter-
balance to autonomy appears to be somewhat naturalised:

. . . because of having more autonomy, you also need more accountability. And if you have
accountability mechanisms for the Inspectorate but also the horizontal accountability, like
benchmarks and Vensters voor Verantwoording etcetera, you’re always going to work with
outlines or indicators or standards.

(Academic 1)

Almost all interview respondents noted the importance of accountability within Dutch
education. In the majority of cases, this was in reference to school board accountability,
with the belief that boards should not only be (vertically) accountable to the government
and the Inspectorate, but accountable to parents, schools, and society in general.

Yet some of the policies that were adopted to achieve this accountability regime may
be considered surprising – seemingly incompatible with the fiercely autonomous context.
This includes the development of detailed core standards, the government’s ability to
close schools, and taking away schools’ choice over the testing of their students. To
understand this, we must first better understand the domestic policy agenda at the time
(Steiner-Khamsi 2014). Crucially, data reveal a widespread concern over the quality of
Dutch education in the years prior to the introduction of TBA policies. This concern
grew throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s with a sense that Dutch students were no
longer mastering the basics of learning. This was largely attributed to a lack of school and
board accountability and the government’s over-involvement in the organisation of
education.5 Concern over the state of education was soon also taken up by the media
and the general public (see Waslander 2010). The government, it was claimed, was failing
students. In 2007, under mounting pressure, the government established a parliamentary
committee to investigate the state of Dutch education.

In early 2008, the committee (known as ‘Dijsselbloem’ after its chairman) concluded
that there was a general downward trend in the quality of Dutch education. An important
justification for this conclusion was the decline and/or stagnation of students’ scores in
international comparative assessments. PISA scores were a particular focus, with the
report emphasising a decline in results (both in absolute and relative terms) and a lack of
top performers. The report claimed that the government had intervened too much in the
organisation of schools while ignoring its core role. It recommended that the government
formulate clearer learning standards and strengthen testing (Dijsselbloem 2008).

Many researchers involved in the enquiry did not stand by its conclusions (Waslander
2010). Overall, stakeholders had given positive accounts of the education system,
national periodic tests showed no deterioration, and performance in international tests
still remained strong (see Scheerens 2016). Yet the report was a powerful tool: it tapped
into public interest and used seemingly ‘unbiased’ international data to substantiate
quality concerns. The result was a perceived need for immediate reform:

For the Netherlands it was very special that there was a general feeling of urgency. This
feeling was in society, education and politics. All [stakeholders] agreed about the problem
and the wish to fix it quick.

(Policy-designers 1&2)
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This paved the way for the quick introduction of TBA tools that, at any other time, may
have been viewed as worringly interventionist. This is evident in one policy-maker’s
account of the passing of the Good Education, Good Governance Act:

. . . In the end, the discussion was ‘we cannot allow, as a society, that we have schools where
young people are educated for years and this education is not [good] quality. And also, you
[the government] have the responsibility for this [quality]. So in the end this law had a broad
majority; it was supported broadly in Parliament.

(Policy-maker 2)

In the weeks and months that followed the publication of the Dijsselbloem report, core
education legislation was sent to the House of Representatives: TBA had been found to
be the solution to the apparent problems facing Dutch education. The role of interna-
tional discourse in shaping and legitimising national policy solutions appears to have
been significant. The introduction of clearer standards and compulsory testing, pro-
moted by influential organisations such as the OECD and through expertly branded
tools such as PISA, was (is) seen as an effective and efficient way to improve system
quality. The influence of these normative views in the framing of policy solutions is
reflected in Dijsselbloem’s test-based recommendations and throughout government
discourse at the time. The following citation, taken from a letter sent by the (then)
Minister and Secretaries of Education to the House of Representatives just weeks after
Dijsselbloem’s recommendations, is nicely illustrative of this and demonstrative of the
process of ‘externalisation.’

International comparative research shows that central examinations contribute to educa-
tional quality. Education systems characterized by central examinations and autonomy for
schools score better on the internationally comparable PISA math test (see for example,
Woessman 2005). Research also shows that transparency of learning achievements is key to
specific educational policy, both at a school and at a national level. Working with reference
levels encourages the results-orientation of schools and leads to an improvement in the
performance of pupils.

(De Minister & Secretarissen van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap, 2008)

Importantly, these internationally-promoted, test-based instruments were, by and
large, also nationally appropriate. Given that tests and exams fall under the respon-
sibility of the government, such reform was ideologically acceptable. Moreover, at the
primary level the introduction of these measures was a relatively straight-forward
process, due largely to the fact that testing structures were already in place (according
to policy documents, around 85% of primary schools were already implementing the
CITO end-test). This well-established test therefore acted as a convenient vehicle on
which to attach new policy tools. The ideological appeal of a more outcomes-based
system was acknowledged in several expert interviews, illustrated here by one
academic:

All the input had changed into an idea of measuring the output. And that’s an economic way
of thinking, but [also] we don’t have to change the whole idea of our Freedom of
Education . . . ‘it doesn’t matter how you teach it if the results are ok’.

(Academic 2)
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Seen as both effective and appropriate, from 2010–2014, testing came to dominate Dutch
education policy:

The idea was, and this is one of the things that you should know, is back then in our Ministry
of Education, most people said ‘if you really want to change something in education, you
have to introduce a test’.

(Policy-maker 3)

5.3. The translation of TBA in an autonomous system

The previous section has largely examined what has been referred to as the moment of
‘reception’: the meeting of global policy ideas with the local context. Yet, in a strongly
autonomous system, where Freedom of Education is closely guarded by both those that
make policy as well as those on the receiving end of it, the translation of these ideas can be
a difficult negotiation process. The way that policy instruments have developed and
evolved in the Netherlands, as in other systems, is unique: adapting to fit national
ideologies of legitimacy and in doing so, advancing and transforming into an unexpected
form. This final section of findings explores in particular, how the Dutch tradition of
Freedom of Education has shaped TBA and with what impacts.

Tensions between central policy and school autonomy are not only apparent through-
out the Dutch system but are integral to it. They are seen in the disputed role of the
school Inspectorate, resulting in a complex quality-labelling system,6 as well as in the
long (and continuing) balancing-act over curriculum regulation, resulting in vague
learning goals. They are also key to understanding the increasing number of mediatory
organisations operating between the government and school(board)s, providing an
indirect entry point for more process-oriented policies (see Waslander, Hooge, and
Drewes 2016). Finally, as will now be analysed, these tensions have played a central
role in the re-contextualisation of the compulsory standardised testing Act.

As outlined, a decade ago a focus on core competencies, continuous learning paths,
and ‘excellence’ became central to the government’s quest for better education. The
(then) CITO end-test, and LVS-tests (with the purpose of providing baseline and interim
data) were chosen as the vehicles through which to achieve this goal at the primary level,
and in January 2012 a proposal was sent to the House of Representatives to make these
tests compulsory. The proposal was met with much debate. Concerns were predomi-
nately institutionally based and ideologically driven. The prescription of one particular
end-test for all schools compromised the notion of freedom, and the proposition that this
would automatically be CITO’s test, compromised the notions of fairness. Policy stake-
holders feared that once again, the government was interfering in a domain not their own
and threatening schools’ freedom of organisation. This concern was widespread, held by
various parties along the political spectrum and by independent advisory bodies. One
teacher union even threatened a boycott of the CITO end-test.

True to the Dutch system, the result was a political compromise, and significant amend-
ments were made to the Act. To reduce infringement on freedom of organisation, schools
would be able to choose their testing andmonitoring instruments. This led to a liberalisation of
the primary end-test. The government would now be responsible for the old CITO end-test
(now known as the ‘central end-test’), and private companies could bid to become test
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providers, so long as key quality and content criteria were met. Schools would have a free
choice regarding which test to use, with the costs publicly subsidised.

Interestingly, even prior to these negotiations, the ‘compulsory testing Act’ proposal was
itself a product of compromise, having already incorporated significantmodifications to the
end-test. A concern in parliament and in the field of educationmore broadly over the rise of
a ‘testing-culture,’ coupled with fears of a ‘checkout culture’7 resulted in a proposal to push
back the date of the test from February to April. This meant it would be taken once students
had already applied to secondary education. This had the effect of making the teacher’s
advice more important for student streaming, and the end-test less high-stakes for
students.8 It has also further removed these tests from their original function.

These compromises have led to a number of unintended effects. Since the passing of the
compulsory testing Act in 2014, data have revealed rising student inequalities as a result of
teacher bias (Inspectorate of Education 2018 p.22). Socially disadvantaged students, it seems,
are less likely to be given ‘the benefit of the doubt’ when receiving advice for their secondary
school placement. Further, a recent survey of over 2000 primary school teachers revealed the
significant parental pressures they face to give favourable advice (CNV Onderwijs &
EenVandaag 2018), including numerous reports of threatening behaviour and even law suits.

To list another ‘side-effect’, the number of end-test providers has been growing year-on-
year since the test’s market liberalization in 2014. In 2018, these providers numbered six.9

This has undermined the test’s comparability function. For secondary schools admitting
new students, it has led to the question: can students who take different end-tests be directly
compared? For the government and the Inspectorate, it has led to the equally difficult
question: can schools that use different end-tests be directly compared? These questions are
currently occupying policy. In December 2016, the report ‘comparability of end-tests’ was
published, which compared secondary-school advice given by the various tests (only three
at the time). Findings showed there were differences between test advice that could not be
explained by region or student background (Emons Glas & Berding-Oldersma 2016).

The tensions and struggles that exist between school autonomy and accountability in
the Dutch system can therefore result in oddly shaped and less technically effective
policies. The implications of this were a particular concern for one policy-maker:

At this moment we are nibbling at the safeguards we have to make this [a] balanced system.
My personal opinion is that we are going the wrong way with this, so we should not throw
these end-tests in primary education on the market. That’s my strong opinion.

(Policy-maker 3)

Yet, whilst at least at the policy-level, Freedom of Education might be sometimes seen as
an obstruction, it is viewed by others as having a protective role, offering some degree of
defence against the GERM. This view was most notably expressed by those policy experts
who also held teaching positions:

I think a lot of the accountability-based measures in Holland were actually quite late
compared to other countries. So if you look at the U.K. or the U.S., they started doing
accountability-based, output models far earlier and we’re quite late actually. And it reared its
head [here] but it didn’t take as much hold on our education system as it did in other
countries. And that’s mainly due to the Freedom of Education Act.

(Policy-advisor/teacher 1)
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Indeed, the role that school autonomy has played in mitigating the GERM is significant.
While the GERM undoubtedly arrived in the Netherlands and, certainly for a period, saw
TBA advance rapidly, it has developed in a less extreme way than in those ‘pioneer’
systems previously described. Performance-based pay and value-added modelling initia-
tives were dropped at their pilot stages, the Inspectorate’s quality indicators have recently
become broader again, and, of course, along with compulsory testing at primary level
came a choice of tests and lowered (end-test) stakes for students. Further, while standards
in language and numeracy are detailed in a relative sense, it is certainly not accurate to
speak of a prescribed national curriculum. TBA techniques have also been enforced with
less vigour than elsewhere: despite the ‘Good Education, Good Governance’ Act attach-
ing results to funding, policy experts claimed that only in one case has a school been
closed as a result of poor performance. Institutional autonomy, it appears, has resulted in
a softer GERM.

6. Discussion

By tracing the journey of TBA in one country and examining the drivers behind policy
selection, this paper reflects on the complex, contextual and contingent nature of the
national adoption of a ‘global’ policy. In many ways, the GERM has spread into the Dutch
education system as it has into many countries around the world, evidenced through the
presence of its core principles: decentralisation, standards, and accountability. As part of
this wider reform, TBA evolved incrementally, with its expansion proceeding in a -
somewhat ad hoc manner and the stakes attached to standardised tests increasing for
boards and for schools.

Yet, understanding TBA in the Netherlands simply as an imported policy does not
reflect the dynamic, multilevel processes at play, nor the important contextual drivers. As
policy-borrowing theorists suggest, governments do not import policies unless they suit
their domestic agenda, and do not import entire packages but select those elements that
suit this agenda. In the early 21st century, a widespread belief that the Dutch education
system was deteriorating and concern over what was perceived to be unchecked school-
(board) autonomy provided the widespread receptiveness and necessary push for
increased accountability. These public concerns had been shaped and legitimised
through the government’s careful manipulation of national and international data. The
sense of reform urgency was strong enough to enable the selection of policies that
otherwise may be considered overly intrusive for the Dutch context. Unlike in the Anglo-
Saxon cases therefore, in the Netherlands TBA was not driven by market mechanisms
and school choice (traditions that long preceded the reform), but rather by this perceived
need to introduce a counter-balance to school and board autonomy that had increased
a decade earlier (see also Verger, Parcerisa, and Fontdevila 2019).

It is important to situate policy instrument choice in the Netherlands within the wider
arena and to acknowledge the significance of internationally prominent ideas and
promoted practices. Given the repeated referral to OECD ideas and data throughout
interviewee accounts and national policy documents, it may be reasonable to conclude
that the organisation played an important influencing role in national policy selection.
Moreover, through the process of externalisation (Schriewer 1990; Steiner-Khamsi 2014),
the status of these instruments and tools as technically effective and internationally

122 N. BROWES AND H. K. ALTINYELKEN



approved was used by the Dutch government to legitimise TBA reform. Vitally, OECD
data and discourse were therefore used to frame both policy problems (declining PISA
scores) as well as policy solutions (standards and testing).

Findings have clearly indicated however that perceived effectiveness is not the sole
driver of instrument choice. Indeed, the extent to which instruments are considered
contextually appropriate is highly significant (Capano & Lippi 2017). Perceptions of
appropriateness are in turn, heavily shaped by institutional history (Peters 2002). In the
Netherlands, where policy is heavily influenced by constitutional school freedoms,
legitimacy seeking is an essential yet often challenging task.

In several ways, TBA is harmonious with the autonomous Dutch system. It was ideologi-
cally appropriate, considering standards and testing are a constitutional responsibility of the
government and an output focus (theoretically) respects schools’ rights to organise how
learning takes place. It was also practically appropriate, considering the longstanding presence
of the primary end-test in the majority of schools. However, whilst pre-established tests were
a convenient vehicle for new accountability tools, it is important to highlight the significant
functional change of these tests as a result. The primary end-test (introduced as an equality
measure in the late 1960s) and the LVS-tests (introduced as a student-learning aide in the
1980s) have now assumed a core function of school accountability.

Despite the ways in which TBA aligned with the Dutch system, the instrument and its
component parts also underwent important changes during the process of translation.
For the most part, the local adaption of TBA was the result of a careful and necessary
negotiation through the complexities of school autonomy. It is on this point that we must
understand the relationship between autonomy and accountability in a second way: not
as complementary but as conflicting. At times, these tensions resulted in a loss of
instrumentality in favour of legitimacy (Capano & Lippi 2017). The principle on which
TBA is hinged – the standardisation of testing, enabling the direct comparison of
schools – was compromised. Allowances made for freedom of organisation resulted in
a liberalisation of the test and a growing number of test providers. This illustrates the
significant and often mitigating effect that a traditionally highly autonomous system may
have on a global education policy. This is essential for understanding the differences that
exist between TBA in the Netherlands and elsewhere. Certainly, while the Netherlands
has adopted the main GERM principles, in reality, the tools and consequences attached to
these principles are softer than in many other systems. It also advocates the importance of
adopting a ‘socio-historic’ approach to understanding policy instruments, such as that
proposed by Verger, Fontdevila, and Parcerisa (2019).

The adaptation of the end-test in this way also lends credence to the notion of policy
instruments as life forms: growing and morphing independently of the decisions that
created them. In the Netherlands, this has helped fuel a budding testing industry, both in
terms of the companies developing compulsory tests and the accoutrements associated
with such tests (re-focused textbooks, test preparation tools, online platforms that
organise and analyse test data . . .). Further, many of the impacts of TBA have been
unintended and perhaps to a large part, unforeseen. Whilst the enactment of TBA is
outside the scope of this paper, complementary research has indicated that, rather
worryingly, certain students have been disserved by the compulsory testing act. In part,
this is a result of the unequal advice generated across tests (Emons, Glas, and Berding-
Oldersma 2016), with interview accounts (supported by online data) revealing that many
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schools have switched providers under the belief that the CITO-designed end-test is
linguistically complex and less child-friendly than others. Perhaps more worryingly, these
impacts also include a rise in student inequalities, following the primacy given to teacher
advice in the streaming of students.

7. Conclusions

This paper has presented a critical view of policy selection, formulation and evolution, and
has illustrated the importance of adopting a case-centred but not case-contained under-
standing of ‘global policy’. The in-depth focus has revealed the complexities and challenges
that exist in a system that is simultaneously influenced by external ideas andmoulded by its
own strong institutional traditions. These challenges can be categorised on two levels:
challenges for policy-makers and challenges for policy-enactors.With regard to the former,
experts are well aware of the difficulties surrounding the adoption of accountability policies
in a highly autonomous system. Constitutional freedoms, while offering some degree of
protection to schools, teachers and boards against government intervention, also make it
more challenging to adopt and implement effective policies. In turn, this can also make it
difficult for the government to ensure a firm grasp on issues of quality and equity.

In terms of the challenges facing policy-enactors, this paper has suggested that, in
education systems with high levels of school autonomy, high-stakes accountability risks
jeopardising professional freedoms. That is, in an environment of standardisation, where
there exists a narrow, output-based view of school quality, teachers may in reality feel
constricted by accountability – weary of exercising their curricular and pedagogical auton-
omy and focused instead on those tested competencies. This may be the direct effect of the
bureaucratic accountability that has been a focus of this paper, but equally may be the
(more indirect) result of school-board and market pressures. Given the important, dialec-
tical relationship between education reform and teacher professionalism (see for example
Helgøy and Homme 2007), further research into the enactment of TBA and the effects it
has on (theoretically autonomous) teaching professionals is warranted here.

Not only in the Netherlands but internationally, the drivers behind policy are com-
plex, dynamic, and often conflicting. Governments face the difficult task of achieving
a balanced system: one where education quality can be (centrally) assured while school
and educator autonomy is truly respected. By exerting pressure on schools to conform to
limited interpretations of quality, policy-makers are jeopardising this balance.

Notes

1. Students deemed to have certain social disadvantages or learning difficulties would receive
extra funding.

2. Since 2004, the functions of the CITO organisation have been divided between its public and
private branches. The primary end-test is government-commissioned and its development
thus falls under the public branch. The private branch of the organisation develops and sells
testing products and services for education and business customers over the world. This
includes the LVS tests in the Netherlands.

3. Cards outlining the inspector’s main findings.
4. This excluded immigrant students in the country for less than four years, and students

expected to go on to (advanced) special education (Ehren and Swanborn 2012).
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5. In particular, this alludes to a government reform known as the ‘Studiehuis’ which restruc-
tured student learning at the upper secondary level.

6. Recent parliamentary debates have resulted in changes to the Inspectorate’s role in issuing
quality labels. Schools can request a ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ label, but cannot be automatically
awarded one, as this controversially places the Inspectorate as the adjudicator of quality
education.

7. Students and teachers no longer applying themselves for the remaining school year follow-
ing the test.

8. Given that this advice is often based on LVS-test results from the previous years, the reduced
importance of one test has led to the increased importance of others.

9. This dropped to five this year due to insufficient order numbers for one provider.
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