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The Flemish Community of Belgium has one of the OECD’s most devolved education systems, with 

schools enjoying a high degree of autonomy and parents benefitting from free school choice. But there 

are concerns among Flemish education stakeholders about the overall quality of education. For 

example, while 15-year-old Flemish students have repeatedly scored higher in reading, mathematics 

and science than the OECD average in PISA (the OECD’s Programme for International Student 

Assessment), student performance has been decreasing, with more students failing to reach basic 

proficiency levels in these subjects than before. 

In recent years, the Flemish government has initiated a series of reforms to help strengthen the overall 

quality of education. These include the introduction of full cohort standardised student assessments in 

Dutch language and mathematics for primary and secondary education. Students will take the 

assessments in Grades 4 and 6 at the primary level and in Grades 8 and 12 at the secondary level 

starting in 2024. This ambitious and innovative reform aims to strengthen and monitor the quality of 

education, with student results envisaged to inform improvement efforts at different levels of the system.  

As a follow up to the support provided by the OECD Strategic Education Governance Project, the 

Flemish Department of Education and Training (DoET) asked the OECD Implementing Education 

Policies Project team to support the successful design and implementation of the standardised student 

assessment reform of the Flemish Community of Belgium. This report presents the analysis, key 

findings and recommendations to help realise this objective. 

The report was prepared by Michelle Meadows, consultant at the University of Oxford; Inge de Wolf, 

consultant at Maastricht University; and Inés Sanguino, Claire Shewbridge and Marco Kools of the 

OECD Secretariat. The OECD is grateful for the time and input of the DoET officials and all education 

stakeholders in the Flemish Community of Belgium interviewed in the preparation of this report. 
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Background 

The Flemish Community of Belgium has been among the strong performers on PISA during the last two 

decades, with 15-year-olds’ mean scores in reading, mathematics and science consistently above the 

OECD average. However, student performance has been decreasing and more students fail to reach basic 

proficiency levels in these subject areas than before (OECD, 2019[1]). A similar decline in student 

performance is observed in primary education (Faddar et al., 2020[2]; Tielemans et al., 2017[3]). The 

declining results in large-scale international student assessments are corroborated by the Flemish National 

Assessment Programme (i.e. the “peilingen”). The decline in student performance has raised concerns 

about the school system’s capacity to reverse the downward trend – or at least sustain current levels – 

and has created increasing pressure on the system to reconsider the conditions, incentives and support it 

provides to enable high-quality teaching and learning practices (OECD, 2021[4]). 

Against this backdrop, the Flemish Community of Belgium has initiated a series of reforms in recent years 

to help students adapt to changing demands placed on their competences and strengthen the overall 

quality of education. These included updating the school curricula, with the introduction of new  

competency-based attainment targets or minimal learning objectives (OECD, 2021[4]). The new attainment 

targets have faced contestation from some education providers who considered that they impede the 

principle of “freedom of education”, however. In addition to the curriculum reform, in 2019, the Flemish 

government announced the introduction of full cohort standardised student assessments in Dutch 

language and mathematics to assess the extent to which students are achieving attainment targets, as 

well as their individual and school’s learning gains (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). Standardised student 

assessments are tests that are administered and marked in a systematic and consistent manner, whose 

validity and reliability have been empirically established (OECD, 2013[6]). 

International research evidence has shown that many reforms and policy initiatives have failed to take hold 

in schools and classrooms, or at best, they get adopted on the surface without altering behaviours and 

beliefs. Evidence highlights that if, and how, key stakeholders are recognised and included in the design 

and implementation of a new policy or change initiative is crucial to its success (OECD, 2020[7]; 2020[8]; 

Viennet and Pont, 2017[9]; Burns and Köster, 2016[10]). A new policy or desired change is unlikely to 

succeed unless those expected to implement it see its value, want to see it happen, are confident in their 

capacity to implement it and ideally take ownership of it (McKnight and Glennie, 2019[11]; Schleicher, 

2018[12]).   

In 2020, the DoET invited the OECD to support the design and implementation of the standardised student 

assessment reform. The OECD Strategic Education Governance Project team began this work by 

consulting with a wide range of stakeholders on their motivations and concerns about introducing these 

assessments (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). The analysis confirmed that the Flemish education 

profession and many other education stakeholders were, in principle, supportive of the introduction of the 

full cohort standardised student assessments – signalling a notable shift in opinion and mindset compared 

to a previous OECD review on evaluation and assessment in education in 2011 (Shewbridge et al., 

2011[13]).  

1. Introduction 
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There was some contestation of the reform plans, however, partially because of the initial uncertainty of 

what the reform would actually entail and how it would impact the daily work of schools, teachers and 

students. The analysis identified a number of lessons learnt or points of attention for designing and taking 

forward the standardised student assessments reform “with” the involvement and support of education 

stakeholders at different levels of the system (Box 1). 

To support the DoET’s efforts to take forward these points, the OECD Implementing Education Policies 

team was asked to support the DoET in successfully designing and implementing the standardised student 

assessment reform at primary and secondary levels. This report presents the analysis, key findings and 

recommendations to help realise this objective. 

Box 1. Lessons learnt from the OECD’s Strategic Education Governance Project case study 

The Flemish Department of Education and Training invited the OECD to consult stakeholders on their motivations and 
concerns to introducing full cohort standardised student assessments in primary and secondary education (February-June 
2021). The analysis identified several lessons or points of attention for further work by presenting stakeholder feedback and 
supporting evidence in six interrelated domains of a research-based strategic education governance framework.  

Stakeholder involvement  

Prioritising clear and active communication: The high-level forum1 can serve as an authoritative communication channel 
and collect feedback from key stakeholders promptly and transparently. There is an opportunity to more actively involve 
stakeholders in the next stage of development, such as to provide input into clarifying the purpose(s) and uses of the 
standardised student assessments.  

Committing to stakeholder involvement and ensuring key voices are heard: An important lesson is to take stakeholder 
involvement seriously at every stage of policy development. Mobilising awareness, support and feedback channels for school 
leaders will be critical. Supporting a student survey on their expectations of standardised assessments will empower student 
voice and provide pertinent insights.  

Organising contributions from the educational field to support the Steunpunt:2 There is motivation for being involved in 
test development and an opportunity to establish a coalition of test development partners across educational networks. The 
Steunpunt can facilitate this by providing clear guidance on scheduling and expected time commitments.  

Strategic thinking and whole-of-system perspective  

Developing, sharing and consolidating common goals and how standardised assessments will support these: The 
case study has found a shared concern on the overall quality of education in the Flemish Community of Belgium and a body 
of evidence to support this. Such widespread recognition is pivotal and presents an opportunity to create a common vision for 
the role of standardised student assessments. There is strong support for standardised student assessments as tools to 
support school quality development. It is important to consider safeguard measures to this effect, including ensuring schools 
are encouraged to continue to develop and innovate their practice.  

Taking a long-term perspective and adapting to changing contexts and new knowledge: There is value in refining and 
evolving the development of standardised student assessments through concrete experiences in the educational field. This 
brings professional learning and development opportunities through collaboration between the research community (test 
developers) and schools. The first administrations of the standardised assessments will generate a lot of knowledge on 
optimising the use of results at the school level. An opportunity to clarify initial expectations is to ensure a coherent approach 
and communication from the Flemish Inspectorate of Education and the pedagogical advisory services (PDB) on how to use 
these results for school development as part of the broader view of educational quality (i.e. the Reference Framework for 
Quality in Education – OK Framework). 

Co-ordinating action and learning from experiences in the educational field: There is value in providing co-ordinated 
guidance from the central authorities based on systematic input from the educational field, on the expected use of the 
standardised assessments, and the associated time and resource requirements for teachers and schools. 

Capacity and knowledge governance 
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Ensuring technical capacity for standardised test development and administration: Strong credibility for the Steunpunt 
as a centre of scientific expertise will provide fertile ground for receiving regular feedback from the educational field during 
test development. A careful evaluation of schools’ capacity to administer digital assessments needs to be performed and due 
attention paid to field trials.  

Laying the foundations for the systematic use of standardised test results by professionals, with attention to:  

• Skills – There is a need to give adequate attention to the capabilities of teachers and other school staff to work with 
the results of standardised and other assessments. There is an opportunity to commit to invest in professional 
development and in ways that can support collaborative practices in schools. 

• Availability – The rapidity of results feedback will play into the perceived value and relevance of the results for 
educators. Notably, this would support students’ expectations for the standardised assessments to bolster the 
culture of feedback to students on their progress more generally.  

• Organisational processes – School leaders will drive the preparation of the necessary processes and structures to 
create the space for effective use of the standardised assessments. This can be supported at the system level by 
preparing common guidance material for schools – a process that will need to engage school leaders and teachers 
and mobilise the expertise of PDB.  

• Interaction – The design and development of feedback from the standardised assessments will be strengthened by 
the direct interaction between researchers and schools. Importantly, this presents an opportunity to promote 
horizontal collaboration and learning across different educational networks. 

• Standards – The development of guidance material for schools will provide a common anchor for expectations on 
using standardised assessments, clarifying how they relate to the existing central anchors of the attainment targets 
and the broader OK Framework. There are roles here for the Flemish Inspectorate of Education and the PDB to 
document expectations of how schools can interpret and position the data from the standardised assessments in a 
broader array of evidence. 

Accountability 

Ensuring the “fit” of accountability instruments: The case study notes the perception of “accountability” in Flemish 
education as a matter of internal responsibility and great resistance to the public availability of school performance information. 
There is an opportunity to place the standardised student assessments within the strengths of the current accountability system 
that focuses on dialogue and deepening the understanding between available data and links to ideas for improving practice. 

Enhancing critical reflection on substantive expectations: Data from standardised assessments will provide an objective 
and external perspective for school development, with appropriate mechanisms for designing data use and interpretation by 
teachers and school leaders to support informed practice and strategic planning. The Inspectorate of Education can confer a 
valuable perspective to schools on how they use the results. 

1. In 2021, the Flemish Minister of Education decided to establish a specific stakeholder consultation platform to facilitate communication 

and feedback at key stages of the development of standardised student assessments. The high-level forum was mandated to supervise key 

decisions in policy development for introducing standardised student assessments. The first meeting of this “high-level forum” was convened 

in May 2021. 

2. The Steunpunt Central Tests in Education, or “Steunpunt” in short, is a consortium of all five Flemish universities and two universities of 

applied sciences that the Flemish government has commissioned to support the introduction of the standardised student assessment during 

the period 2021-25. 

Source: Shewbridge and Köster (2021[5]), Promoting Education Decision Makers’ Use of Evidence in Flanders, 

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

Overview of the project and methodology 

The “Supporting the implementation of the standardised student assessment reform of the Flemish 

Community of Belgium” project aims to provide concrete recommendations for supporting the successful 

implementation of the standardised student assessment reform that the Flemish Community of Belgium 

has recently embarked upon. Building on the lessons learnt and recommendations offered through the 

OECD Strategic Education Governance Project (see Box 1), the OECD Implementing Education Policies 

team undertook an analysis of the design and implementation of the standardised student assessment 

reform.  

https://doi.org/10.1787/de604fde-en
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Using the Implementing Education Policies’ framework (OECD, 2020[8]) and the OECD framework on 

Evaluation and Assessment for Improving School Outcomes (OECD, 2013[6]) as lenses, this work 

consisted of a desk study of policy documents and studies and interviews and focus group discussions 

with a wide range of education stakeholders from different levels of the Flemish education system. Policy 

documents on the standardised student assessment reform were limited to a first concept note on the 

standardised student assessments that was published in January 2022, followed by a subsequent 

preliminary decree that was released later that year (July 2022) and a draft decree approved by the 

government in February 2023. At the time of finalising this report (March 2023), the decree was awaiting 

final approval by the Flemish Parliament. The decree is expected to enter into force in September 2023. 

In support of the analysis, the OECD team travelled to the Flemish Community of Belgium for a five-day 

visit in June 2022 to conduct interviews with a range of education stakeholders (see Annex A) and 

conducted a final online stakeholder event in June 2023.  

The analysis allowed the OECD (see Annex B) to gain an in-depth understanding of the standardised 

student assessment reform and the broader education context and policy landscape, allowing it to 

formulate concrete guidance for enhancing the design and implementation of the standardised student 

assessment reform. These recommendations could be used to form the basis of a comprehensive 

implementation strategy.  

Structure of the report 

This report is structured in four sections. The remainder of Section 1 provides an overview of the Flemish 

school system that helps the reader cast the analysis presented in the following sections into context. 

Section 2 starts by looking into the governance of the standardised student assessments, including the 

overarching aim and purposes of the reform. This is followed by an examination of the procedures and 

methodologies associated with the assessments. The section concludes with a discussion on using the 

student assessment results. Section 3 focuses on the elements needed for a conducive context to support 

the successful implementation of the reform. These include stakeholder engagement, communication, 

clarity in roles and responsibilities, and the capacity of teachers and school leaders to effectively use the 

student assessment results for improvement. The last section focuses on developing an implementation 

strategy for the reform, including by providing concrete guidance for a monitoring, evaluation and research 

programme that could support the reform in and beyond its initial implementation. 

School education in the Flemish Community of Belgium 

Structure and governance of the Flemish school system 

Structure of the school system 

In the Flemish Community of Belgium, education is compulsory from age 5 to 18; nevertheless, as  

pre-primary education is generalised and free of charge, more than 97% of children attend (OECD, 2021[4]). 

From age 15 onwards, students may engage in part-time schooling and opt for a structured learning path 

which combines part-time vocational education in an educational institution with part-time employment. 

The school system is stratified, with a first streaming of students occurring at the beginning of secondary 

education. The school system is organised in four main stages: 

1. Pre-primary education (typical ages: 2.5-6) is not mandatory, but over 90% of children are 

enrolled at age 3. Pre-primary and primary education is usually provided under the same roof in 

elementary schools. 
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2. Primary education (typical ages: 6-12) lasts for six years. There is also an offer of seven years of 

special primary education for children with special educational needs. At the end of primary 

education, students who achieve the objectives of the curriculum receive a certificate. 

3. The first stage of secondary education (typical ages: 12-14) lasts for two years and is organised 

in two streams: the “A stream” and the “B stream”. The vast majority of students are enrolled in the 

A stream. This first stage of secondary education is intended to provide students with a shared 

curriculum of basic general education. Students who did not receive a certificate for primary 

education and those who wish to pursue a vocational education enroll in the B stream.  

4. The second and third stages of secondary education (typical ages: 14-18) usually last for two 

years each. Education is organised in different pathways depending on whether the student wants 

to enrol in tertiary education, vocational education or a dual path, including a mix of subjects with 

an academic and practical focus. For students in vocational secondary education, there is an option 

to take an additional year in the final stage of secondary education if they wish to enter tertiary 

education. 

In the 2020/21 school year, there were 467 136 students in primary education and 476 200 in secondary 

education, including those in part-time vocational and special needs education (Flemish Department of 

Education and Training, 2022[14]).  

Governance of the Flemish school system 

Belgium has three tiers of government: the federal state, the regions and the communities. The federal 

government has responsibility for areas including social security, justice and defence. The jurisdiction of 

the three regions (the Flemish, Walloon and Brussels-Capital Regions) revolves mainly around territorial 

and economic matters. The three communities (the Flemish, French-speaking and German-speaking 

Communities) are responsible for matters related to the individual, including cultural, language and 

educational matters. The Flemish Region and the Flemish Community governments have merged into one. 

The Flemish Community is responsible for education in the Flemish Region and for education provided in 

Dutch as the main instructional language in the Brussels-Capital Region (Nusche et al., 2015[15]). 

The Flemish, French- and German-speaking Communities each have autonomous education systems. 

Only a small number of education regulations remain at the federal government level. The Belgian 

Constitution states the federal government decides the dates of the beginning and end of the school year, 

the minimum requirements for diplomas, and teachers’ pensions. However, even in those cases, the 

government heavily relies on consultations with non-governmental entities, such as teacher unions and 

education networks (OECD, 2018[16]).  

Responsibilities for policy development and implementation 

The Flemish Ministry of Education and Training is ultimately responsible for all stages of the educational 

system, and each school is responsible for providing a good quality education. The ministry comprises the 

DoET and three executive agencies. The DoET has responsibility for policy preparation, evaluation, 

co-ordination and communication, while three autonomous agencies are in charge of policy implementation 

and oversee all services related to quality improvement in education (Nusche et al., 2015[15]). 

• The Agency for Higher Education, Adult Education, Qualifications and Study Grants 

(AHOVOKS) defines the minimum standards for quality education that all Flemish schools must 

meet. In consultation with education stakeholders, it sets schools' attainment targets and 

developmental objectives. It is also in charge of recognising qualifications and prior learning, 

including central tests for university admission in degrees such as medecine, dentistry and 

veterinary, and implementing policies on tertiary education, adult education and study grants. 
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• The Agency for Educational Services (Agentschap voor Onderwijsdiensten, AGODI) is 

responsible for implementing policies on school education, part-time arts education, centres for 

student guidance, the Inspectorate, and the pedagogical support to teachers and schools. The 

AGODI pays the salaries of all school staff; manages teachers' personal files; and monitors student 

enrolment, truancy and early school leaving. 

• The Agency for Educational Infrastructure (Agentschap voor Infrastructuur in het Onderwijs, 

AGION) provides financial support for the acquisition, construction and renovation of buildings for 

grant-aided schools and universities. 

School autonomy and freedom of education 

The Flemish Community has one of the OECD’s most devolved education systems, with schools enjoying 

a high degree of autonomy and the local level (provincial and municipal governments) playing only a minor 

role (OECD, 2018[16]). Flemish schools, in fact, benefit from the highest levels of autonomy among OECD 

countries in all aspects of education, including assessment practices (OECD, 2020[17]). School autonomy 

is grounded in the constitutionally guaranteed principle of “freedom of education”, which gives any natural 

or legal person the right to set up a school, recruit staff and determine the (educational, religious or 

ideological) principles of the school.  

Parents are also free to choose and are guaranteed access to the school of their choice within a reasonable 

distance from their home. In addition, funding “follows the student” as long as the school complies with a 

number of requirements. These include, among others, accepting the educational structure imposed by 

decree, participating in educational inspections, and following a curriculum that involves attaining targets 

and development goals. For schools to receive public funding and have the right to award official 

certificates, they must also be “recognised” by the Flemish authorities. There is a system of compulsory 

inspection for all schools seeking recognition by the Flemish government. Non-recognised schools 

constitute less than 1% of the provision (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]; Nusche et al., 2015[15]).  

A previous OECD review noted that usually, “in exchange for increased autonomy, schools [in OECD 

countries] face increased accountability, so that parents can make their choices based on information 

about school quality and performance. The Flemish Community does not have as much overt 

accountability nor does it have as many diverse forms of accountability. […] Based on experiences in other 

countries, one might expect demands for greater transparency and more direct access to data on schools, 

but such features are not characteristic of the Flemish approach” (Nusche et al., 2015, pp. 103-104[15]). 

The freedom of education thus makes the Flemish system one of the most devolved systems in the OECD 

and also a system in which the accountability mechanisms of schools towards the central government are 

not strongly developed. In such a context, steering by the centre becomes more difficult, and risks of 

system imbalances are higher (Rouw et al., 2016[18]) (see below). 

The role of school boards and educational networks 

All schools in the Flemish Community are governed by a school board, which can be responsible for one 

or more schools. These legally recognised bodies oversee the implementation of legislation. They have 

wide autonomy and can decide freely on their teaching methods, curricula, timetables and staff 

appointments. The government sets conditions only for recognising a school and granting financing 

(Eurydice, 2022[19]). There are about 1 500 school boards in the Flemish Community. Often several school 

boards within the same network are grouped under an “umbrella organisation”, representing them in policy 

discussions with the government and providing school support, such as by developing curricula and 

timetables based on the centrally defined attainment targets and developmental objectives.  
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Officially recognised schooling in the Flemish Community is organised within three educational networks 

(see Table 1 and Figure 1):  

• The Flemish Community education network (Onderwijs van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, GO!) 

has an autonomous central board, the Council of the GO!, that acts as a single provider on behalf 

of the Flemish Community. The Council of the GO! is not responsible for the organisation of 

schools, as this is a devolved competence to the school groups, which have their own chair and 

general director.  

• The publicly funded and publicly managed education network (Officieel gesubsidieerd 

onderwijs, OGO), also referred to as grant-aided public education, includes schools organised by 

the provincial and city/municipal authorities. These local and provincial authorities act as school 

boards. At the political level, the city and municipal authorities are represented by the Educational 

Secretariat of the Association of Flemish Cities and Municipalities (Onderwijssecretariaat voor 

Steden en Gemeenten van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, OVSG). The Flemish Provincial Education 

(Provinciaal Onderwijs Vlaanderen, POV) represents the provincial authorities.  

• The publicly funded and privately managed education network (Vrij gesubsidieerd onderwijs, 

VGO), also referred to as grant-aided private education, includes denominational and  

non-denominational schools. The vast majority of denominational schools are of Catholic tradition. 

The school boards of Catholic schools are typically private foundations related to dioceses, 

parishes or congregations. These are represented by the Catholic Education Flanders (Katholiek 

Onderwijs Vlaanderen, KOV). Six other denominational schools are clustered in the Council of 

School Boards of Protestant-Christian Education (IPCO). The few other denominational schools 

have not established an umbrella organisation. Non-denominational schools typically pursue a 

particular educational method or are based on a particular philosophy. These schools are 

represented by the Federation of Steiner Schools or the Federation of Independent Pluralistic 

Emancipatory Method Schools (FOPEM). There are also those schools clustered in the Flemish 

Education Consultation Platform (Vlaams Onderwijs Overleg Platform, VOOP) that do not pursue 

a particular educational method but are based on liberal humanism. The four smaller umbrella 

organisations within the VGO network have established the Consultation Body of Small Education 

Providers (Overleg Kleine Onderwijsverstrekkers, OKO) as a discussion partner for the Flemish 

Community (Nusche et al., 2015[15]).  

Table 1. Educational networks, umbrella organisations and school boards in the Flemish 
Community 

Network 
Community 

education (GO!) 
Grant-aided public education 

(OGO) 
Grant-aided private education (VGO) 

Umbrella 
organisation  

Flemish Community 
Education (GO!) 

Educational 
Secretariat of 
Flemish Cities 
and 
Municipalities 
(OVSG) 

Flemish 
Provincial 
Education 
(POV) 

Catholic 
Education 
Flanders 
(KOV) 

Council of School 
Boards of 
Protestant-Christian 
Education (IPCO) 

FOPEM 
Steiner, 
VOOP 

» Consultation Body of Small 
Education Providers (OKO) 

School board Flemish Community 
Education Council 
» School groups 

Cities and 
municipalities 

Provinces Private foundations 

Schools 

Note: FOPEM = Federation of Independent Pluralist Emancipatory Method Schools; VOOP = Flemish Education 

Consultation Platform. 

Source: Adapted from OECD (2015[20]), School education in the Flemish Community of Belgium, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264247598-5-en. 

. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264247598-5-en
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Figure 1. Distribution of students across the three largest educational networks in the Flemish 
Community in the 2020-21 academic year 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes: VGO = grant-aided private education; GO = Flemish Community education; OGO = grant-aided public education. Data for the 2020/21 

academic year. Secondary schools only include data from full-time regular schools, excluding special secondary education and part-time 

vocational secondary education. 

Source: Based on Flemish Department of Education and Training (2022[14]), Flemish education in figures 2020-2021, 

https://publicaties.vlaanderen.be/view-file/48569.  

Curriculum, quality assurance and standardised student assessments 

Curriculum – attainment targets and educational goals  

The Flemish Parliament approves a “core curriculum” consisting of attainment targets and developmental 

objectives to be implemented by all schools, except those with equivalent attainment targets approved, 

which are currently only Steiner schools. Final attainment targets are minimum learning objectives the 

government considers necessary and attainable for students at the end of specific year levels and study 

programmes. One example of an attainment target for primary education in mathematics is “The students 

can count and count back with units, pairs, quintuples and powers of ten” (AHOVOKS, n.d.[21]). They were 

first implemented in 1998 to increase transparency, quality assurance and comparability in the education 

offered across schools and networks. Developmental objectives are goals that schools should strive for 

their students to attain, but there is no obligation for all students to reach them. Schools only need to 

account for their efforts to work towards these goals. The attainment targets are an instrument for the 

government to guarantee the minimum desired quality of education. Within the framework of attainment 

targets and developmental objectives, schools are free to develop their own curricula, which will reflect 

different priorities and cover broader areas, but must allow the Flemish authorities to quality assure the 

schools via regular inspections (see below). Most schools, however, work within the curricula and 

supporting tools (e.g. learning plans) developed by the umbrella organisations of their educational network. 

Flemish schools, as noted, are affiliated with umbrella organisations which offer curricula and assessment 

support via their “pedagogical advisory services” (see below). Schools can choose whether to use these 

services, including standardised student assessments (Nusche et al., 2015[15]). 

One of the criticisms of the attainment targets has been that they lacked clarity and were not appropriately 

aligned across educational stages (i.e. pre-primary, primary and secondary education) (Rouw et al., 

2016[18]). These and other challenges have contributed to the efforts to reform the primary and secondary 

attainment targets in recent years (see below).  

https://publicaties.vlaanderen.be/view-file/48569
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School-based curricula and internal quality assurance 

According to the 2009 Decree on Quality of Education, each school is responsible for providing a 

high-quality education. As mentioned above, within the framework of attainment targets and developmental 

objectives, schools are free to develop their own curricula and assessment practices. Each school is 

responsible and free to decide how to internally monitor education quality and student learning. The former 

is based on the expectation set in the Reference Framework for Quality in Education, hereafter referred to 

as the “OK Framework” (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 2018[22]) (see Box 2). OK is the Dutch 

acronym for educational quality. The OK Framework was introduced in 2018 and consists of 37 indicators 

of educational quality. Schools can use this framework of quality indicators in the self-evaluation process, 

but importantly, it also guides the work of the Inspectorate of Education when externally assessing the 

quality of schools. It also informs the work of the PDB – this collaboration is often referred to in the Flemish 

Community as the “quality triangle approach” (see Figure 3). In addition, Flemish schools have access to 

a wide range of other resources to support them in their quality assurance and school development 

processes, offered to them by the DoET, the Inspectorate of Education, school advisory services and other 

partners.  
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Box 2. The Flemish Reference Framework for Quality in Education 

In 2018, the Flemish Community introduced the Reference Framework for Quality in Education, or “OK Framework”, to support 
schools in their self-evaluation and development planning. It was developed through a combination of research and a 
consultative process with a broad range of stakeholders (e.g. students, parents, teachers and school leaders, pedagogical 
advisors, teacher trainers, education inspectors, experts, and trade unions). It sets the expectations of good quality education 
for all levels, excluding tertiary education, while respecting schools’ autonomy.   
 
The framework consists of 37 indicators of educational quality that are part of 4 interrelated overarching categories that interact 
with each other: 1) results and effects; 2) stimulating development; 3) quality development; and 4) policy. As depicted in  
Figure 2, the development of the learner is at the centre of the framework. 
 

Figure 2. Overview of the Reference Framework for Quality in Education (OK Framework) 

 

The framework has helped create a shared vision or common language as to “what is a good school?” in the Flemish context. 
It is used by schools for their quality assurance processes, as well as by the Inspectorate of Education and the pedagogical 
advisory services (the “quality triangle approach”, see Figure 3). The framework can be considered an example of an initiative 
incentivising the building of trust and creating ownership of schools and teachers of a system-wide, systemic evaluation 
practice (Shewbridge, Fuster and Rouw, 2019[23]). The framework has only been implemented since 2018. Further work 
remains to be done to promote and fully embed its use in all Flemish schools’ quality assurance and developmental processes; 
it is widely believed to be an important policy instrument for supporting schools in their improvement efforts. 
 

Source: OK Education Quality (2016[24])The reference framework for Quality in Education: quality expectations and quality images, 

https://www.onderwijsinspectie.be/sites/default/files/2022-06/OK_magazine_eng.pdf. 

 

https://www.onderwijsinspectie.be/sites/default/files/2022-06/OK_magazine_eng.pdf
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Figure 3. The “quality triangle approach” to educational quality in the Flemish Community of 
Belgium 

 

Notes: At the top of the triangle are autonomous schools, legally responsible for the quality of the education they provide. Elements in blue are 

underpinned by regulation. Within the main triangle, schools are legally required to help ensure their students achieve the attainment targets. 

Schools are obliged to receive an inspection from the Inspectorate. The arrow is long and narrow, indicating the lengthy school inspection cycle. 

The Inspectorate of Education can obligate a school to engage external support to improve the quality of its educational offer. However, in 

reality, this is not that frequently implemented; in 8.1% of the schools (i.e. 27 schools) that were inspected in the 2019/20 school year and 5.5% 

of the schools (i.e. 29 schools) in the 2018/19 school year. All umbrella organisations, except small school providers, offer educational support 

via pedagogical advisory services (PBD). Schools can choose to use the curriculum developed by the PBD and also to use standardised student 

assessments, currently developed by one PBD for Grades 4 and 6 and another PBD only for Grade 6. Many schools choose the support from 

the PBD. The narrow blue arrow, therefore, indicates stronger and closer connections, although these remain trust-based and voluntary. 

Representatives from the Inspectorate and the PBD have reported that there are strengthened professional connections between their respective 

roles since the co-construction of the OK Framework. For further details on the “quality triangle approach” to educational improvement, see 

Shewbridge and Köster (2021[5]).  

Source: Shewbridge and Köster, (2021[5]), Promoting Education Decision Makers' Use of Evidence in Flanders, 

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

External quality assurance – The Inspectorate of Education 

As in many OECD countries, the Inspectorate of Education is the major mechanism to hold schools in the 

Flemish Community to account (OECD, 2013[6]). The Inspectorate of Education is an independent body 

that evaluates whether schools adhere to regulations and achieve minimum standards around quality and 

processes in place (attainment targets), using a long inspection cycle. The intention is to conduct an 

inspection of each school every six years, but in reality, and partly because of the pandemic and reforms, 

the cycle can result in one inspection every ten years or more. The Inspectorate varies the frequency and 

intensity of visits based on factors such as the institutional profile and previous assessment reports. 

Nonetheless, ten years is a long time compared to other OECD countries and jurisdictions (OECD, 

2015[25]). 

Evidence from school inspections in recent years shows considerable scope for strengthening schools’ 

quality assurance and development processes both at primary and secondary levels. For example, in four 

out of ten schools inspected in 2019/20, the Inspectorate found that systematic self-evaluation of quality 

did not meet expectations, as they were generally fragmentary and not school-wide (Dutch Inspectorate of 

Education, 2021[26]). 

 

https://doi.org/10.1787/de604fde-en
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Finally, it is believed that the recently developed OK Framework will benefit both internal and external 

quality assurance. A clear challenge for the Inspectorate’s system-level and school-level monitoring of 

education quality has been the absence of a full cohort standardised student assessments. The 

Inspectorate sees the regular school-level data that the standardised student assessment reform will 

provide as an important opportunity to augment its information base for school inspections and implement 

a more differentiated approach to inspections.  

Central examinations 

Within OECD countries, central examinations are widely used to certify student learning and, in some 

circumstances, for quality assurance and supporting improvements at different levels of the system, 

including schools (OECD, 2013[6]). Although central examinations are rarely used in the early years of 

schooling, they become more widespread at the higher levels (e.g. Abitur in Germany, Baccalauréat in 

France, end-of-primary test in the Netherlands, and Matura in countries such as Poland or Slovenia). In 

the Flemish Community, however, there are no central examinations for students at the end of compulsory 

education – an approach shared by only a handful of OECD countries (Rouw et al., 2016[18]). 

Standardised student assessments 

The use of standardised student assessments in primary and secondary education is commonplace in 

OECD countries and over the past 20 years the majority of OECD countries have chosen to administer full 

cohort assessments; that is, with all students and schools participating (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). 

Depending on their purpose(s), these assessments can help governments, education authorities and 

schools to see whether students are reaching attainment targets or learning outcomes, identify 

misconceptions and areas for improvement, and develop remediation suggestions. They can provide 

valuable information about how education programmes are working, allow for identifying and examining 

strengths and/or “good practices” that can be shared across the system, while importantly also pointing to 

areas for improvement and schools needing support (OECD, 2013[6]; Shiel, Kellaghan and Moran, 2010[27]; 

Jackson, Adams and Turner, 2017[28]; DeMatthews, Knight and Woulfin, 2021[29]). 

There have been no full cohort standardised student assessments to measure the learning outcomes of 

all students at key stages of schooling in the Flemish Community – an exception among OECD countries 

(Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). A situation that is to change with the ongoing standardised student 

assessment reform. However, there is a range of sample-based assessments whose results schools can 

use to inform their quality assurance processes. These include the National Assessment Programme, 

introduced in 2002 as a periodical sample-based assessment to monitor the implementation of attainment 

targets at the system level. These student assessments, called the “peilingen” in Dutch, are administered 

every year to a representative sample of 1 500-3 000 students in primary school (Grade 6) and secondary 

school (Grades 8, 10 or 12) in different learning areas based on the expected level of learning, as specified 

in the central attainment targets. Each assessment cycle examines a different learning area, such as 

French, Dutch or biology, on a rotating basis. All participating schools receive a feedback report of their 

own performance to support them in their internal quality assurance processes. All Flemish schools can 

also voluntarily choose to administer a parallel version of these central assessments, called the 

“paralleltoets” in Dutch, to support their internal quality assurance. Few schools, however, make use of the 

option. Of all full-time schools (excluding special education), 209 primary schools (8% of the total) and 30 

secondary schools (3% of the total) took part in a “paralleltoets” in 2022.   

In addition, the umbrella organisations of several educational networks offer student assessments for the 

final year of primary education. These assessments are aligned with the networks’ respective curricula. 

KOV and OVSG provide the two main assessments. The KOV assessments (Inter-Diocesane Proeven, 

IDP) test students’ proficiency in Dutch language, mathematics, French, arts education, science and 
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technical education, and “humanity and society”). These assessments are taken by almost 90% of all 

Flemish Catholic school students. Results are reported compared to the average of participating schools 

and participating schools with a similar student population or contextual characteristics.  

The OVSG assessments (in Dutch called the OVSG-toets) are used by schools managed by the 

municipalities and cities but also by most schools of the GO! network and some publicly funded private 

schools. These assessments cover the breadth of the OVSG curriculum and attainment targets in Dutch 

language, mathematics, science and technical education, humanity and society, arts education, and 

French. Practical assessments are also available in a range of subjects, including spoken language (Dutch 

and French), physical education, technology and music. Results are processed on line and can be 

compared to average results of participating schools, schools with a similar profile and previous years’ 

results.  

Partly in response to the growing concerns about the quality of education, since the 2017/18 school year, 

all students in the Flemish Community of Belgium at the end of primary education were to take a validated 

student assessment in at least two areas of study. In 2018/19, this requirement was expanded to a 

minimum of three study areas. Schools can choose to administer any of the above-mentioned Flemish 

sample-based student assessments. 

Accountability 

Results-based accountability remains rather weak in the Flemish school education system, including for 

school boards and educational networks. The Inspectorate has no mandate to evaluate school boards. 

There are neither central examinations at the end of compulsory education nor full cohort standardised 

student assessments that could give a comparable insight into students’ performance against national 

attainment targets, thereby limiting their use for provider- and system-level monitoring. This makes the 

Flemish school system an outlier among OECD countries. 

To provide information on student outcomes at the system level, the Flemish Community relies on a 

sample-based National Assessment Programme (i.e. the “peilingen”) and its participation in large-scale 

international assessments (on three-, four- or five-year cycles). While it is not compulsory for schools to 

participate in the National Assessment Programme, response rates are generally high.  

Schools are required to have a quality assurance system in place but are free to design it. Schools’ internal 

quality assurance processes remain variable and, in many cases, underdeveloped (Shewbridge and 

Köster, 2021[5]). Schools can use standardised student assessments that are provided by the government 

or by the PDB in their respective networks. At the end of primary education, schools must administer a 

student assessment (in at least three subjects) that they choose from a validated and approved set. 

However, given the variety of student assessments used, a standardised comparative measure of student 

performance across all schools in the Flemish Community is lacking. Parents can consult schools’ 

inspection reports; however, these are not always easy to understand, and some are outdated. Parents in 

the Flemish Community of Belgium do not have other sources to assess the educational quality of the 

school their children attend or plan to attend. 

In sum, although the use of different accountability measures and tools varies across countries, from an 

internationally comparative perspective, the evidence points to an underdeveloped results-based 

accountability culture in the Flemish school system.  

Quality and equity of schooling 

There is a shared concern among Flemish education stakeholders about the overall quality of education. 

The debate about this has been informed, among others, by the collective dialogues on the results from 

the sample-based National Assessment Programme (i.e. the “peilingen”), as well as by the results from 

several international assessments such as the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment 
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(PISA), the International Education Agency’s (IEA) Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

(PIRLS), and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). These standardised 

student assessments generally point to declining results, with significant equity challenges (Faddar et al., 

2020[2]; Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]; Tielemans et al., 2017[3]; OECD, 2019[1]).  

For example, at the primary level, the 2021 National Assessment Programme shows that a considerable 

proportion of students in Grade 6 do not meet the mathematics attainment targets (see Figure 4). Certainly, 

2021 results should be interpreted with caution given the likely negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on students’ learning and the educational sector more broadly. However, 2016 mathematics outcomes 

also depict a declining trend in results from previous assessment cycles in most attainment targets, with 

50% or fewer students meeting the attainment targets in four of the learning areas. Significant student 

performance differences exist between learning areas (see Figure 4). In the Dutch language assessment, 

the percentage of students reaching writing learning targets ranged from 48% to 77%, depending on the 

learning area. From 2013 to 2018, there was a significant performance decline in reading (84% compared 

to a previous 92%) and listening (82% compared to a previous 87%) (Flemish Ministry of Education and 

Training, 2018[30]). 

Figure 4. Percentage of students assessed in Grade 6 who met the mathematics attainment targets 
across learning areas 

Note: Data provided by the Flemish Department of Education and Training. 

The data also point to significant equity challenges. In mathematics, the percentage of those students with 

low socio-economic status who reach the attainment targets is sometimes half that of their peers with a 

high socio-economic status (22% to 57% respectively) (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 

2022[31]). There are also significant performance differences between students with different 

socio-economic statuses in Dutch. While this performance gap narrowed in listening between 2013 and 

2018, it has remained the same for reading (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 2018[30]). The 

Flemish Community aims to carefully examine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, as this may have 

had a greater impact on socio-economically disadvantaged students (Azevedo et al., 2022[32]).  

Students’ results in international student assessments align with those of the National Assessment 

Programme. In TIMSS, students’ average performance has decreased in every cycle since 2003 in both 

mathematics and science (see Figure 5). In the case of reading comprehension, the most recent published 

PIRLS results indicate a significant decline from 2006 (547 points) to 2016 (525 points) (Mullis et al., 

2017[33]).  
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Figure 5. Changes in average performance in TIMSS – Grade 4 

 

Source: Adapted from Shewbridge and Köster (2021[5]), Promoting Education Decision Makers' Use of Evidence in The Flemish Community of 

Belgium, https://doi.org/10.1787/de604fde-en. Data from Mullis et al. (2020[34]), TIMSS 2019 International Results in Mathematics and Science. 

At the secondary level, results from the National Assessment Programme also show that a large proportion 

of students fail to meet the attainment targets in mathematics. In some instances, less than 30% of students 

achieve the targets in Grade 8 (in the A stream, the general education stream in secondary education). 

Regarding students in the vocational track (i.e. the B stream), 2021 results show a decline in the proportion 

of Grade 12 students achieving the attainment targets compared to 2013 in functional numeracy (26% 

compared to 39%), functional listening skills (30% compared to 39%) and information processing (53% 

compared to 62%). There was no significant difference in reading skills (34% compared to 38%). Although 

the COVID-19 pandemic may, at least partially, explain the decline in student performance, more than half 

of the students in 2013 were already failing to meet the attainment targets.  

Similar to the student assessments in primary education, in some learning areas (e.g. algebra), the 

proportion of secondary students with a high socio-economic status that reaches the attainment targets is 

twice as high as those with a low socio-economic status (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 

2019[35]; 2018[36]). Students who speak Dutch exclusively at home perform significantly better in most 

learning areas in both streams.  

When looking at the results of international student assessments at the secondary level, 15-year-old 

Flemish students have consistently performed above the OECD average in reading, science and 

mathematics in PISA. However, student performance has been decreasing (see Figure 6), with more 

students failing to reach basic proficiency levels in these subject areas than before (OECD, 2019[1]). 

PISA 2018 showed that students’ socio-economic status and immigrant background were strong predictors 

of student performance in the Flemish Community of Belgium (OECD, 2019[37]). There was a 110-point 

difference between the mean score of students in the top and those in the bottom quarter of socio-

economic status (compared to an OECD average of an 89-point difference). Socio-economic status 

explained 17% of the variance of students’ performance in reading, compared to an OECD average of 

12% (OECD, 2019[37]). Only in three other OECD countries (out of the current 38) was this percentage 

higher (France, Hungary and the Slovak Republic). PISA 2018 showed that students’ socio-economic 

status was even a stronger predictor of their performance in mathematics and science. These findings 

point not only to challenges in terms of the quality of education in Flemish schools – but also in terms of 

equity in education. 
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Figure 6. PISA results for the Flemish Community of Belgium, 2006-18 

 

Note: The data for this figure were collected before Costa Rica became an OECD member in 2020. In 2015, there were changes to the test 

design, administration and scaling of PISA. See the Reader’s Guide and Annex A5 of PISA 2015 Results (Volume I): Excellence and Equity in 

Education OECD (2016[38]) for a discussion of these changes. 

Sources: OECD (2019[1]), PISA 2018 Results (Volume I): What Students Know and Can Do, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5f07c754-en; OECD 

(2016[38]), PISA 2015 Results (Volume I): Excellence and Equity in Education, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264266490-en;  OECD (2014[39]), 

PISA 2012 Results: What Students Know and Can Do (Volume I, Revised edition, February 2014): Student Performance in Mathematics, 

Reading and Science, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264208780-en; OECD (2010[40]), PISA 2009 Results: What Students Know and Can 

Do: Student Performance in Reading, Mathematics and Science (Volume I), https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264091450-en.  

Policy priorities and recent developments 

The Flemish Community of Belgium has initiated a number of new reforms and policy initiatives in recent 

years. These include measures to provide additional guidance for gifted students; a language integration 

programme for those with limited Dutch language skills; new primary education admission requirements; 

efforts to tackle teacher shortages; the establishment of new minimum attainment targets; and the 

introduction of the full cohort standardised student assessments. This section elaborates on the three 

latter. 

Tackling teacher shortages 

Although a shortage of teachers is not new to the Flemish Community of Belgium, concerns about 

shortages are growing and evidenced by the fact that teacher vacancies have doubled compared to five 

years ago (Growling, 2022[41]). Teacher shortages vary between regions, but are most acute in 

East Flanders, Antwerp and Brussels. In primary education, the shortage peak is still to come. The demand 

for teachers will rise sharply from 2025 and it is predicted that by 2026 it will exceed 2 000 full-time 

equivalents per year. That figure has been between 1 500 and 2 000 annually in recent years. Secondary 

education is seeing a large increase in the student population at present. As a result, a recruitment need 

of more than 4 700 full-time equivalents was forecasted for the school year 2022/23. The demand for 

teachers in secondary education is expected to decrease again from 2025 onwards (Flemish Department 

of Education and Training, 2019[42]).   

In response, the Flemish government has made one of its strategic objectives to “motivate and keep quality 

education professionals in education” (Flemish Parliament, 2021[43]). A package of measures such as 

changing the seniority system, uplifting fiscal constraints for retired teachers who want to continue 
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teaching, ensuring teachers receive remuneration for extra teaching hours and providing laptops for all 

teachers were introduced at the start of the 2022/23 school year. Other measures include a more practical 

component of teachers’ tertiary education thesis, an option to gradually return from sick leave and creating 

a teachers’ (help) desk that guides people interested in becoming a teacher. These and other measures 

are aimed at attracting more people to the education profession in the coming years (Flemish Ministry of 

Education and Training, 2021[44]). 

New attainment targets 

Attainment targets are defined as minimum learning objectives which the parliament (and society more 

broadly) expects students to attain at different levels of education. In 2018, the Flemish government 

approved the new attainment targets for the first stage of secondary education (Flemish Parliament, 

2018[45]), followed in 2021 by the approval of those for the second and third stages of secondary education 

(Flemish Parliament, 2021[46]). The new attainment targets have been contested, however, with some 

stakeholders raising concerns about their number and level of detail contradicting the constitutional 

freedom of education. Belgium’s Constitutional Court dictated in June 2022 that the new secondary 

attainment targets violated the constitutional right to freedom of education and, therefore, were annulled 

(Constitutional Court, 2022[47]). Given that implementing changes takes time and that part of the new 

targets had already been introduced for the 2021/22 school year, the court provided a transitional phase 

in which schools may continue to use them until the 2024/25 school year.  

The current plan is to amend the attainment targets for Stages 2 and 3 in secondary education which can 

take effect from September 2023. Afterwards, the attainment targets for Stage 1 will be reconsidered and 

aligned with the targets for Stages 2 and 3. The development of the new primary attainment targets has 

been put on hold.    

Introduction of full cohort standardised student assessments in Dutch language and 

mathematics 

In 2019, the Flemish government decided to introduce full cohort standardised student assessments in 

primary and secondary education. In 2021, the first government concept note on the standardised student 

assessments was released, followed by a subsequent preliminary decree (in July 2022). In February 2023, 

the government approved the final version of a draft decree. At the time of finalising this report (March/April 

2023), the decree was awaiting final approval by the Flemish Parliament. The decree is expected to enter 

into force in September 2023. 

The draft decree states that students are expected to take the student assessments in Grades 4 and 6 at 

the primary level and in Grades 8 and 12 at the secondary level. The standardised student assessments 

serve the overarching aim of strengthening and monitoring the quality of education through the 

achievement of attainment targets and by measuring the learning gain at the levels, as indicated below:  

• At the system level, the extent to which the attainment targets are achieved, the extent to which 

learning gains are generated and as an element of quality assurance at the system level. 

• At the school level, as an element of internal and external quality assurance:  

o As one of the elements in the internal quality assurance of the school. To this end, the 

school and the school board will be able to consult their own feedback report with 

contextualised results in a secure manner. 

o As one of the elements in the functioning of the PDB. 

o As one of the elements in the functioning of the Inspectorate of Education. 
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• At the level of the student group or class, as one of the elements for reflection on the pedagogical-

didactic action in the school team. 

• At the student level, as one of the possible elements that the class council can consider in the 

evaluation. Student-level results are not used as the sole criterion for evaluation (Flemish 

Government, 2022[48]). 

The multiple purposes of the standardised student assessment are further discussed in Section 2. 

The assessments will focus on Dutch (reading, writing and grammar) and mathematics (Flemish 

Government, 2022[48]). Mathematics and Dutch reading comprehension will be designed as computer-

based, adaptive assessments. The Dutch writing assessment will be on line, but not adaptive. 

Computerised adaptive assessments are a form of computer-based testing in which the level of difficulty 

of the assessment questions adapts to the student’s ability. This is done by automatically selecting question 

items based on the student’s response to a previous (set of) question(s) (National Council on Measurement 

in Education, 2019[49]). The assessments will be standardised (i.e. administered and scored in a consistent 

manner such that standards are maintained over time); the intention is to administer them at schools 

according to a procedure that is the same for all.  

The assessments will also be as inclusive as possible. Reasonable accommodations will be organised as 

much as possible for students who need them. Students entitled to adaptations or special educational 

materials during the school year may retain them for the assessments. Students in special education are not 

obliged to participate, with the exception of students in training path 4 of secondary education (“buso OV4”). 

However, these students can also be exempt from the decision of the school council for a particular reason 

(Flemish Government, 2022[48]). 

The Steunpunt Central Tests in Education, or “Steunpunt” in short, is a consortium of all five Flemish 

universities and two universities of applied sciences that the Flemish government has commissioned to 

support the introduction of the standardised student assessment during the period 2021-25. Their main 

tasks consist of developing the assessment items, analysing assessment results, designing the feedback 

and supporting schools with the assessment administration, as well as using the feedback to improve the 

education quality inside the school. It unites researchers with the right expertise to draw up valid, reliable 

and transparent assessments, in consultation with the educational field, with the objective to start 

introducing the assessments in the 2023/24 school year (see Table 2). 

The draft decree includes the intent for feedback at four levels: at the system-, school-, class- and student 

levels. At the system level, the results will be published in reports. These results serve the purpose of 

system monitoring.  

At the school level, the school feedback report (i.e. dashboard) will contain contextualised performance 

data taking into account characteristics of the school’s student population (such as the home language, 

the mother’s educational level, etc.). In this way, schools can receive information that can be used for 

quality assurance and improvement purposes. 
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Table 2. Timeline for the introduction of Flemish assessments in primary and secondary education 

School year Primary education Secondary education 

2022/23 Calibration (preliminary study) in Grade 4  Calibration (preliminary study) in Grade 8 

2023/24 First administration in Grade 4 First administration in Grade 8 

2024/25 Calibration (preliminary study) in Grade 6  

2025/26 First administration in Grade 6 Calibration (preliminary study) in Grade 12 

2026/27  First administration in Grade 12 

Source: Flanders is Education and Training (n.d.[50]), Policy. Education regulations in development. Flemish tests, 

https://onderwijs.vlaanderen.be/nl/beleid/onderwijsregelgeving-in-ontwikkeling/vlaamse-toetsen. Accessed on the 31 August 2022. 

At the classroom level, it is planned to provide teachers with rich information about the extent to which the 

class achieves the attainment targets for mathematics and Dutch. The feedback is to include information 

about strengths and areas for improvement for the class and is aimed to support reflection on pedagogical-

didactic actions by the school team.  

Lastly, schools will receive a feedback report for each student, indicating the student’s level of proficiency, 

as well as the extent to which she/he has achieved the attainment targets. There will be no assessment in 

the form of pass or fail (Flemish Government, 2022[48]); there will be a scale score. 

 

https://onderwijs.vlaanderen.be/nl/beleid/onderwijsregelgeving-in-ontwikkeling/vlaamse-toetsen
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2. Towards a comprehensive design of the student 

assessment reform 

There is increasing awareness among policy makers in OECD countries of reforms or policy initiatives not 

succeeding or failing on their own merits; their success is dependent upon the process of both the design 

and their actual implementation (OECD, 2020[8]; May, 2015[51]). This section looks at the design of the 

Flemish standardised student assessment reform to date based on the information available to the OECD. 

It discusses the reform’s ambitious and innovative design features, starting with the governance of the 

standardised student assessments, including a discussion on the overarching aim and multiple purposes 

of the reform. This is followed by an examination of the procedures and methodologies associated with the 

assessments and concludes with a review of the use of the assessment results.  

Governance 

Full cohort standardised student assessments to strengthen and monitor the quality of 

education 

Evaluation and assessment provide a basis for monitoring how effectively education is being delivered to 

students and for assessing the performance of systems, schools, school leaders, teachers and students, 

among others. Evaluation and assessment in education can serve two primary goals – accountability and 

development; both ultimately aim to improve student outcomes. The emphasis placed on each of these 

goals varies across countries (OECD, 2013[6]). The Flemish school system stands out among OECD 

countries for its low results-based accountability compared to other OECD countries (see Section 1). 

Despite this, however, the Flemish government has emphasised the use of the standardised full cohort 

student assessments as serving the primary goal of development (Flemish Government, 2022[48]; 

Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]).  

In recognition of the declining results of the quality of education (Weijts, 2023[52]; OECD, 2019[1]) (see 

Section 1), the new standardised student assessments aim to strengthen and monitor the quality of 

education and measure the learning gain at the system-, school-, class- and student levels (Flemish 

Government, 2023[53]; Flemish Government, 2022[48]; Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). The Flemish 

student assessments are considered a vital source of information about the quality of education across the 

Flemish school system; the standardised student assessment data will, for the first time, provide a 

comparative measure of student performance across all schools in the Flemish Community. More 

specifically, the student assessments aim to give insight into the extent to which the attainment targets are 

achieved and to which learning gains occur (Weijts, 2023[52]).  

The evidence collected by the OECD confirmed previous findings of general support for the introduction of 

full cohort standardised student assessments in both primary and secondary education (Shewbridge and 

Köster, 2021[5]; Molenberghs et al., 2022[54]), with several stakeholders highlighting their potential 

beneficial use for supporting the professional learning of teachers and school leaders, and school 

development efforts more generally. The OECD team, for example, had the opportunity to speak with a 

large group of teacher trainees during an information session on the soon-to-be-introduced standardised 
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student assessments organised by the DoET (see Annex A). The teacher trainees were generally very 

positive about the standardised student assessments and how these could help them improve their 

practice and school development planning more generally.  

The benefit of using standardised student assessment results as part of a holistic school 

quality framework to identify and support underperforming schools  

Many education systems, such as those in Ireland, the Netherlands, Singapore and Wales, use a range of 

data to identify schools on a spectrum of strong to underperforming schools and provide underperforming 

schools with tailored support to assist them in their school development efforts (Van Twist et al., 2013[55]; 

OECD, 2018[56]; 2013[6]; Schleicher, 2018[12]). The Flemish Community of Belgium has also adopted such 

an approach. The full cohort standardised student assessments aim to further aid the Flemish Community 

in identifying and providing support to underperforming schools.  

The government concept note on the standardised student assessments states that: 

 “The Flemish assessments are complementary to the foundations of the quality policy, expressed in the 

so-called quality triangle (attainment targets – Education Inspectorate – pedagogical advisory services). 

Internal quality assurance at school remains the cornerstone of the quality policy, but will be informed in 

the future by the test results. The schools can call on their pedagogical advisory services to support them 

in interpreting their results and developing actions.” (Flemish Government, 2021, p. 7[57]).  

As discussed in Section 1, schools use the OK Framework of quality indicators for their quality assurance 

processes. The Inspectorate of Education and the PDB also use it – the “quality triangle approach” (see 

Figure 3).  

The government concept note on the standardised student assessment reform also states the intention of 

ensuring faster – and mandatory – follow up support to those schools whose student performance falls 

below expectations (Flemish Government, 2021[57]). The full cohort standardised student assessment data 

will (for the first time) provide a standardised comparative measure of student performance across all 

schools in the Flemish Community. As such, it will allow identifying underperforming schools and providing 

them with the necessary support in their developmental efforts, thereby further strengthening the quality 

triangle approach.  

Although the stakeholders interviewed by the OECD were generally supportive of this measure, some 

raised concerns about the possibility of student assessment data dominating the Inspectorate’s school 

evaluations. The discussions with the Inspectorate confirmed that the OK Framework would continue to 

be “the” reference guide for all its school inspections and other activities (see Box 2). Inspectors were keen 

to note that the student assessment data (only) relate to 2 of the 37 indicators of the OK Framework and 

indirectly relate to an additional 3 indicators regarding quality expectations (see Box 3). Therefore, its 

influence on the broader interpretation of the quality of education should not be overestimated. This 

message was reiterated in the draft decree on the standardised student assessment (Flemish Government, 

2023[53]) and should be communicated widely, as it will likely help reassure any school leaders, teachers, 

parents and other stakeholders that may have concerns or misunderstandings.  
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Box 3. Indicators of the OK Quality Framework that concern student assessment data 

Two indicators of the OK Framework directly concern student assessment data: 

1. The school achieves the minimum desired output with the largest possible group of students. The minimum 

desired output includes pursuing the development goals and achieving the learning outcomes, basic competencies 

and curriculum goals. This is related to the pursuit of well-being and involvement of learners and teachers. The 

general quality culture in the school and the quality of the pedagogical relationship between learners and team 

members are key elements in this regard. 

2. The school strives for as much learning gain as possible for every student. The school must make every effort 

to offer every learner as many development opportunities as possible. It aspires to broad development and strives 

for maximum learning gain for every learner. This refers to the increase in knowledge and skills and the development 

of learners’ attitudes, competences and talents over a certain period of time. 

Several other indicators in the OK Quality Framework relate to student assessment data, i.e. their successful implementation 
could benefit from using student assessment data. These include: 

• The school evaluates its work cyclically, systematically and reliably based on the results and effects among the 
learners. Schools systematically examine, guarantee and improve their quality in education. They specify for themselves 
the content and the method for their own quality care based on their observations, priorities and goals. The school uses 
various relevant sources and involves stakeholders when analysing and evaluating the quality of its education. The results 
and effects that the school achieves with the learners form the starting point in this regard, together with the context and 
input characteristics. We can only speak of “systematic” work if the school evaluates its work regularly. In addition to the 
systematic nature, the cyclical nature of quality care is important. A cycle does not just repeat what has happened before, 
but adds something new and novel. In this way, quality is developed further with each cycle. 

• The school develops and pursues an effective policy in teaching and learning. The school supports and monitors the 
continuity, construction and coherence of the objectives; the design of the teaching process; and the living and learning 
environment, guidance, and evaluation and reporting practices. It collects targeted information to secure and adjust its 
work. 

• The school team evaluates the teaching/learning process and the achievement of the goals in a broad and informed 
manner. Evaluation is an essential and integral part of the learner’s learning process. The school team adopts an informed 
view of evaluation. Evaluation is broad and representative of the learner’s own goals and the validated target framework. 
The school team carefully chooses various evaluation procedures and instruments in order to collect reliable information. 
The evaluation criteria are communicated objectively and clearly. Evaluation is stimulating and development-driven, and is 
conducted fairly and transparently. 

Source: OK Education Quality (2016[24]), The reference framework for Quality in Education: quality expectations and quality images, 

https://www.onderwijsinspectie.be/sites/default/files/2022-06/OK_magazine_eng.pdf. 

Measures to prevent school ranking while ensuring access among key “users” 

A concern expressed by some of the Flemish stakeholders was that the student assessment results might 

be used to create school rankings or league tables (Penninckx, 2019[58]; Delegates of the Education 

Providers, 2022[59]). Research evidence shows that although the publication of actual student assessment 

results provides important information, they – on their own – are poor measures of school performance 

(OECD, 2008[60]). For example, they fail to take into account students’ prior achievement levels and the 

broader school context (OECD, 2013[6]). Therefore, in response and following the examples of education 

systems such as the French Community of Belgium and the Netherlands, the Flemish government has 

taken legal measures to ensure that the results of a school are not made public (i.e. the standardised 

student assessments do not fall under the open government policy) and prevent school rankings from 

being drawn up.  

https://www.onderwijsinspectie.be/sites/default/files/2022-06/OK_magazine_eng.pdf
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The draft decree on the standardised student assessments states that schools themselves will have 

access to the assessment results. Their school feedback reports will contain contextualised data, taking 

into account the characteristics of the school’s student population. In this way, schools should receive 

detailed data and information that can be used for quality assurance and development purposes. The 

school-level results will be shared with the education providers and the Inspectorate of Education, so that 

they have an additional source of information. The Inspectorate can carry out an inspection visit on the 

basis of repeated poor performance on the Flemish tests or a decrease in learning gains.  

A school can provide access to its school feedback report to parents of students who took the test. The 

school board determines the procedure and modalities for this. The parents, in turn, are not allowed to 

communicate the results to third parties. If they violate this duty of confidentiality, they can be sanctioned 

with a fine (Weijts, 2023[52]). 

Prioritisation of purposes to support the test design process 

As mentioned above, the overarching aim of standardised student assessments is to strengthen and 

monitor the quality of education by achieving attainment targets and measuring the learning gain at multiple 

levels. The student assessment results are to be used for multiple purposes:  

• At the system level, monitoring the extent to which the attainment targets are achieved, to which 

learning gains are generated and as an element of quality assurance at the system level. 

• At the school level, as an element of internal and external quality assurance:  

o As one of the elements in the internal quality assurance of the school. To this end, the 

school and the school board will be able to consult their own feedback report with 

contextualised results in a secure manner. 

o As one of the elements in the functioning of the PDB. 

o As one of the elements in the functioning of the Inspectorate of Education. 

• At the level of the student group or class, as one of the elements for reflection on the pedagogical-

didactic action of the school team. 

• At the student level, as one of the possible results that the class council can take into account in 

the student’s final marks. The standardised student assessment results are, as such, not used as 

the sole criterion for students’ final marks for that subject (Flemish Government, 2023[53]). 

Across OECD countries, it is common for standardised student assessments to serve multiple purposes 

(OECD, 2013[6]). This is known as “purpose pluralism” (Newton, 2017[61]). However, critics have warned of 

the risks of purpose pluralism (Penninckx et al., 2017[62]; Morris, 2011[63]; Eurydice, 2009[64]). As noted in 

the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing,1 “Most educational tests will serve one purpose 

better than others; and the more purposes an educational test is purported to serve, the less likely it is to 

serve any of these purposes effectively” (AERA, APA and NCME, 2014, p. 188[65]). Since different 

purposes often require different test design decisions, purpose pluralism needs to be managed (Newton, 

2017[61]; Hemker and Feskens, 2021[66]). Policy makers and assessment developers need to be clear from 

the beginning about the primary purpose for which assessment results will be used. It is essential to 

prioritise explicitly among purposes. The primary purpose and, to the extent possible and desirable, other 

high priority purposes, should then determine assessment design characteristics to ensure the validity of 

results for intended purposes (OECD, 2013[6]). Without such prioritisation, the test design is at risk of being 

suboptimal (Somers, 2021[67]). For example, a test primarily designed to monitor system-level changes in 

 
1 The 1966 published Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing is often considered the gold standard in 

guidance on testing in the United States and in many other countries. 



No. 72 – Strengthening the design and implementation of the standardised student assessment 

reform of the Flemish Community of Belgium    27 

OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2023  
  

 
  

performance does not need to be as reliable at an individual student’s level as a test primarily designed to 

measure performance at the student level. One of the key drivers of the reliability of a test is its length 

(Revelle and Condon, 2019[68]). If the test is primarily designed to monitor system-level changes, it can be 

much shorter than a test designed to identify strengths and challenges per learning area at a student level. 

This point also applies whether the student- or system-level focus is on raw outcomes or 

value-added/learning gain outcomes.   

Another example of a design feature that could be optimised through purpose prioritisation is content 

coverage, i.e. of topics and/or competencies included in the assessments. If the assessment is primarily 

designed to monitor system-level changes, then each individual test can merely cover a sample of the 

topics and/or competencies of the subject assessed. For example, while some students could be assessed 

on geometry and fractions on a mathematics assessment, others could be tested in statistics and 

arithmetic. Giving students such different test versions can (still) ensure that the entire subject content is 

tested at the system level and provides statistically valid results.  

If, however, the primary purpose of the assessment is to provide classroom or individual student-level 

feedback, then a more comprehensive sampling of the subject content is preferable; for example, by 

including all (key) topics and/or competences of the subject assessed in all tests. This broad(er) coverage 

of subject content would make the assessment outcomes more valuable to teachers and students. 

Students would be better able to understand their strengths and weaknesses, as they would have been 

assessed in all (key) topics and/or competences. Teachers could also better compare outcomes across 

different students. The issue of content sampling is discussed further below.  

A final example relates to the publishing of assessment results and the release of tests at the end of each 

assessment cycle. If the primary purpose of the assessment is to monitor system-level performance, then 

the maintenance of test standards, test security and confidentiality are paramount. Although it is possible 

to release tests (as done in England, for example), it significantly complicates the test development 

process – involving a cycle of pre-testing items and/or using anchor items. If, however, the primary purpose 

of the test is to provide feedback to students and teachers, then the release of the tests might take 

precedence and a more resource-intensive and complex approach to test development and the 

maintenance of standards should be considered.  

To conclude, without prioritisation of purpose(s), it is possible that the design of the assessments will not 

meet expectations for their intended use. There is, therefore, believes there is a need to clarify the main 

purpose or purposes of the standardised student assessment, as this would guide the best use of 

alternative and/or complementary testing strategies for achieving the desired purpose(s). Prioritisation will 

be further elaborated below. 

Ensuring strategic oversight of assessment design and administration decisions 

The Flemish government commissioned the Steunpunt to support the introduction of the standardised 

student assessment for the period 2021-25. A steering group has been established to oversee and guide 

its work. The design process of test items for mathematics and Dutch language reading comprehension 

and grammar has been shaped through a comprehensive process of stakeholder engagement and 

co-construction. This can be considered a clear strength of the reform approach elaborated on in Section 3.  

While much of the Steunpunt’s work is detailed and highly technical, the decisions of the Steunpunt and 

its steering group have significant implications for policy and practice. The OECD identified a number of 

test design and administration decisions that will affect how the results can be used. First, the mathematics 

assessment design suggests that an implicit prioritisation of the purposes of the assessments has taken 

place for this subject, even if this has not yet been communicated. On the contrary, decisions on the Dutch 

language test design may suggest a different prioritisation.  
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As a starting point, the decision was taken to assess ten key secondary education curriculum competences 

for the A stream mathematics assessment (i.e. for the general education stream in secondary education) 

(see Figure 7). The computer-based administration of the assessment allows to randomly select three out 

of the ten competencies that are assigned to a school, for example, “number theory”, “geometry” and 

“statistics” (Figure 8). From these three competences, each student from that school will be tested in two 

randomly assigned competences, for example, “number theory” and “statistics”. As a result of this 

approach, the curriculum competencies assessed will vary among students in the Flemish system and 

even within schools. In this example, two-thirds of the students in that particular school will get tested on 

the competence “number theory”, two-thirds of the students will get tested on the competence “geometry” 

and two-thirds of the students will get tested on the competence in “statistics”. Other schools could be 

assigned three different mathematics competences out of the ten available. 

Figure 7. Competencies tested in the A stream secondary mathematics assessment 

 

Source: Presentation provided by the Steunpunt during OECD team visit to the Flemish Community in June 2022. 

Figure 8. Overview of the secondary education mathematics assessment design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Presentation provided by the Steunpunt during OECD team visit to the Flemish Community in June 2022. 



No. 72 – Strengthening the design and implementation of the standardised student assessment 

reform of the Flemish Community of Belgium    29 

OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2023  
  

 
  

The Dutch language assessment has a different design, however. Unlike in the mathematics assessment, 

all students will be assessed on the same competencies in the Dutch reading comprehension and writing 

assessments, which include testing students’ grammar. The reading comprehension assessment will 

consist of different language tasks in which students will get a few texts to read with multiple-choice 

questions. In both, the Dutch reading comprehension and the mathematics assessments, students may 

be asked different questions, as they will vary on difficulty depending on the student’s performance on the 

previous questions of the assessment (i.e. they are adaptive assessments). In the Dutch writing (and 

grammar) assessment, all students will also be assessed on the same competencies (contrary to the 

mathematics assessment), and it will not be adaptive; therefore, all students will be asked the same 

questions. 

Apart from the challenge of communicating the difference between these test designs to schools, students 

and their parents, the test design features also determine the feedback that can be provided and the 

making of certain comparisons based on the mathematics assessment. For the student results on the 

mathematics assessment, at the class level, the teacher will receive information on how the class is doing 

on (only) three competences. This design feature limits the use of the data for making comparisons and 

reflections by teacher teams, especially in smaller classes. The fact that the assessed competences differ 

among students also hinders their use for student marking as part of students’ final marks. 

At the school level, the school receives annual feedback on three mathematics competences. These are 

intended to partially overlap with those assessed in adjacent years. This approach aims to balance 

providing the school with feedback on a broad range of competences and giving the school a tool to monitor 

trends over time in support of its internal quality assurance. Although such an approach further limits the 

risk of using these data for school rankings (which will be forbidden by law), it also affects the use of student 

assessment data for making school-level comparisons. It constrains the use of these data for internal and 

external quality assurance and helps identify and support those schools in need of support – three of the 

purposes of the standardised student assessment reform. The design decisions taken for the mathematics 

assessment as such suggest an (explicit or implicit) prioritisation of the assessment purposes for the use 

of the assessment results for system-level monitoring, or possibly a less systematic approach has taken 

place. 

Although these choices are not indefensible or wrong in any way, they have profound consequences for 

using the assessment results. Therefore, all stakeholders must understand these consequences and be 

aware of their strengths and limitations (Somers, 2021[67]). It would be helpful to clarify and communicate 

the rationale for these decisions and explain how they align with and support the realisation of the main 

purpose(s) of the Flemish standardised assessments. This could increase support among stakeholders. 

Second, the decision to not release the test items and questions to schools after the students have 

completed the student assessments limits the feedback that can be provided to teachers and students. 

After a discussion with representatives of the Steunpunt, the OECD learnt the decision was taken to allow 

for the reuse of all the test items in the following years. As mentioned earlier, this practice allows test 

standards to be more easily maintained and for more accurate monitoring of trends over time. On the other 

hand, it limits the feedback to support teachers in their reflections on their teaching and students’ learning. 

Even if feedback is provided on each of the tested competencies, teachers would still benefit from being 

able to explore in detail which type of items students succeed or struggle with.  

In light also of the low data literacy skills of teachers and the identified challenges in their ability to 

collaborate to make the most of the available assessment data to improve their teaching (Shewbridge and 

Köster, 2021[5]; OECD, 2021[4]), the DoET and/or the Steering Group may consider revisiting this decision. 

They may look towards the examples of Denmark and British Columbia (Canada), which share the tests 

together with feedback reports to support reflection on pedagogical didactics by the school teams and to 

inform internal quality assurance processes (i.e. support the realisation of two of the reform objectives). In 
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Denmark, for example, the databases with assessment results contain all items used for each student and 

the answers they gave, which school professionals can access for pedagogical purposes (Wandall, 

2017[69]). Also, in British Columbia (Canada), the reports of the provincial Foundation Skills Assessment 

for the student and teachers (which can also be shared with parents) include the whole test booklet with 

responses and student performance on proficiency levels with descriptive, strength-based language 

(Government of British Columbia, n.d.[70]).  

As noted in the feasibility study on the Flemish standardised student assessments, feedback reports are 

arguably one of the most important elements of student assessments for supporting improvement in 

teaching and student learning (Somers, 2021[67]). If the Flemish Community of Belgium decides not to 

release the test questions, it should ensure schools and teachers still receive adequate and accessible 

feedback and support for interpreting the student assessment results (see below) (Welsh Government, 

2021[71]).  

As mentioned above, these examples are by no means a criticism of the work undertaken by the 

Steunpunt. The point is simply to show the implications of technical design decisions for the actual 

implementation of the reform. That said, there is a need to clarify the main purpose and possible other 

high-priority purposes of the standardised student assessment. As discussed above, the test design 

decisions taken for the mathematics assessment suggest an (explicit or implicit) prioritisation over the uses 

of the assessment results, or possibly a less systematic approach has taken place. This is an issue for all 

partners involved (the Steunpunt, the Steering Group, the ministry and the Ministerial Cabinet) to clarify. If 

indeed a prioritisation of purposes has taken place, this should be communicated widely.  

On the other hand, if no prioritisation has taken place, the DoET should conduct a prioritisation exercise of 

the assessment purposes with all stakeholders to inform the ongoing and future design efforts and uses of 

the assessment results.  

It should communicate the main purpose(s) of the standardised student assessment to ensure all 

stakeholders have a broad understanding of the assessment and of the need to combine a variety of 

assessment information to come to a good judgement and valid interpretation of student learning and 

progress. For this, it may look towards the example of Canada, which in 1993 released the influential 

Principles for Fair Student Assessment Practices for Education in Canada. This document outlined the key 

elements for assessment practice and since then has served as the foundation for teacher handbooks, 

board policies and departments of education policy documents on assessment and test development in all 

Canadian jurisdictions. The principles and guidelines were intended for both assessment practitioners and 

policy makers to identify the issues to be taken into account so that assessment exercises can be deemed 

fair and equitable. The text has acted both as a set of parameters and a handbook for assessment (OECD, 

2013[6]). 

Furthermore, given the importance of the implications of technical decisions and to avoid unintended 

consequences, there seems to be a need to clarify the roles and responsibilities of the Steering Group and 

to strengthen oversight by directly involving the ministry and Ministerial Cabinet in decisions on key issues. 

For issues of particular importance, like the proposed prioritisation of purposes, the Steunpunt could 

suggest different scenarios, explaining their respective strengths, limitations and implications, for the 

Steering Group and (then) the ministry and Ministerial Cabinet to decide on. 

Procedures 

Standardised assessments focused on Dutch language and mathematics  

As mentioned above, the Flemish standardised student assessments will focus on assessing students in 

Dutch language (i.e. reading comprehension, writing and grammar) and mathematics, responding to the 
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decline of results in literacy and numeracy in international and national student assessments. The Flemish 

government recognises this is only a limited part of the school curriculum, but in the short term, considers 

that it is not organisationally feasible to further expand the Flemish student assessments.  

Considering the limited content focus (i.e. on Dutch language and mathematics), the DoET may want to 

monitor for unintended consequences, such as narrowing of the curriculum or schools allocating more 

resources to these subjects that are tested (Copp, 2018[72]; Ro, 2019[73]; Darling-Hammond, 2020[74]; 

OECD, 2013[6]). Although the standardised student assessments are intended to be “low stakes”, evidence 

shows that it is impossible to fully control the stakes associated with any student assessment. Whatever 

the intention regarding the stakes of standardised student assessments, negative effects can grow over 

time, as was, for example, the case for national assessments in primary schools in England  

(Perryman et al., 2011[75]; Wyse and Torrance, 2009[76]) and the National Student Achievement Tests in 

Lithuania (Raudienė, Kaminskienė and Cheng, 2022[77]). Small changes in the use of assessment data or 

even how assessment results are communicated can impact on the perceived stakes of student 

assessments (Feniger, Israeli and Yehuda, 2015[78]). This section will elaborate on both issues (i.e. the 

use of test results and communication).  

However, once the Flemish standardised student assessments are well-established, the Flemish 

government should (as intended) examine the option of expanding the assessment to other subjects, 

learning areas or competences. This would provide further comparative student assessment data for 

monitoring progress against the breadth of the school curriculum (i.e. attainment targets) and further 

support developmental efforts at different levels of the system. This could also diminish the risk of 

unintended consequences, such as the narrowing of the curriculum. 

Defining how learning gains will be measured and how contextual factors will be taken 

into account 

Similar to OECD countries such as Australia, England (United Kingdom), Italy, the Netherlands and  

New Zealand (OECD, 2013[6]; Leckie and Goldstein, 2017[79]; ACARA, 2021[80]), the Flemish Community 

intends to use the standardised assessment results to measure learning gains. It aims to measure learning 

gains at system-, school-, and student level (Flemish Government, 2022[48]; 2021[57]). According to the 

Steunpunt’s current definition, learning gain refers to a student’s learning progress across years. At a 

school level, this will be calculated as the average learning gain of the students in the school. As the 

measure is longitudinal (i.e. same student/school across time), this estimate can only be calculated for the 

first time in 2026, with the cohort of students who will take the test in Grade 4 in 2024 and again in Grade 

6 in 2026. Given the complexity of the student assessment reform and the necessary management of 

expectations, there seems to be much to gain from clarifying and communicating the possibilities and 

limitations of using the data for measuring learning gains, especially in the initial years.  

Furthermore, in their discussions with the OECD, some stakeholders commented that there is yet to be a 

clear explanation of how “value-added” results will be defined and measured. There also seems to lack 

clarity among some stakeholders regarding the difference between value-added and learning gains; an 

issue also raised by the Flemish Education Council (2022[81]). This lack of clarity risks undermining trust in 

the use of the assessment data, not least because decisions about the calculation of value-added 

measures can be controversial (Brown, McNamara and O’Hara, 2016[82]; Munoz-Chereau, Anwandter and 

Thomas, 2019[83]; OECD, 2008[60]; Schiltz et al., 2018[84]; Levy et al., 2019[85]; Amrein-Beardsley and 

Holloway, 2017[86]), as will be elaborated upon below.  

School attainment measures aim to report students’ average performance at the end of the academic year 

or an educational stage. These measures do not accurately reflect the quality of schools, as they confound 

quality with the composition of each school’s intake. Schools with higher attaining students at intake tend 

to also score higher in measures taken at the end of schooling, irrespective of the effectiveness of the 
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schooling provided. Value-added measures are widely considered a fairer and more meaningful way to 

compare the effectiveness of schools, as they implicitly attempt to adjust for what can be substantial 

differences in the composition of students’ prior attainments and other characteristics between schools at 

intake (Leckie and Goldstein, 2017[79]). In the interviews with the OECD, some stakeholders noted the 

different contexts and provisions for schools in terms of the composition of the student population. When 

stakeholders referred to differing student population composition across schools, they pointed out the need 

for adequate contextual understanding to interpret results on educational outcomes meaningfully. The use 

of value-added measures in the Flemish Community is, therefore, broadly welcomed by stakeholders. 

There are, however, many ways in which value-added measures can be calculated, and in some countries, 

these measurements have evolved over time. For example, in England, the headline measure of school 

progress has changed many times: “value-added” (2002-05) to “contextual value-added” (2006-10) to 

“expected progress” (2011-15) to “Progress 8” (2016-) (see Box 4). In addition, the different ways in which 

value-added measures are calculated vary in reliability. Whichever method is chosen, it would be important 

to report the statistical uncertainty inherent to the measures (Leckie and Goldstein, 2019[87]). They also 

vary in their validity and require assumptions to be made which are both technical and political in nature. 

For instance, adjusting for socio-economic and other demographic variables of students when calculating 

school-level results can be done accurately with indicators and could be regarded as a “fair” measure. At 

the same time, it implicitly implies a lower expectation of students with certain characteristics or context 

(e.g. lower socio-economic background), which may not be acceptable in certain countries (e.g. England). 

The political and social dimensions and implications should be reflected upon and not be overlooked, as 

should the consequences of these decisions. For this reason, choices about the design of the value-added 

measures would ideally be made in consultation with not only statistical experts, but a wide range of 

stakeholders, including school leaders and teachers. This will enable a thorough understanding of the 

consequences of the design of the measures and will also facilitate their acceptance in the educational 

field and beyond. 

Box 4. The use of value-added measures of school effectiveness in England and Italy 

England 
In England, the simple value-added measure used from 2002 to 2005 was criticised for failing to account for school differences 
in student socio-economic and demographic characteristics, which had been shown to predict outcomes at the end of 
schooling even after adjusting for prior attainment at the end of primary education. The measure was therefore thought to be 
biased in favour of schools with more socially advantaged intakes.  
 
The contextual value-added measure, used from 2006 to 2010, attempted to better separate school effectiveness from the 
composition of their intakes. The measure took into account the prior attainment of students but also their age, gender, 
ethnicity, socio-economic status (as proxied by free school meal eligibility) and various other student and school 
characteristics. In 2011, this measure was abandoned, ostensibly because it was difficult for the public to understand and by 
adjusting for school differences in students’ socio-economic and demographic backgrounds, the measure entrenched low 
educational aspirations in disadvantaged pupil groups (UK Department for Education, 2010[88]). 
 
In its place, two new school progress measures were introduced and used from 2011 to 2015. The first was a value-added 
measure based on predictions of students’ outcomes at age 16 based on their prior attainment at the end of primary school. 
The second was a measure of expected progress. The measure, which was reported separately for English language and 
mathematics, was calculated as the percentage of students in each school who “make the progress expected of them” during 
secondary schooling, defined for all students as three (or more) national curriculum levels. Thus, for example, students 
achieving Level 4 in English at the end of primary school were expected to progress three national curriculum levels in that 
subject by age 16. The measure did not take into account school differences in students’ socio-economic and demographic 
backgrounds.  
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This measure was replaced from 2016 with the Progress 8 measure. Progress 8 is defined as a student’s total point score 
measured across the General Certificate Secondary Education (GCSE) English and mathematics and six further subjects 
(from an approved list). Schools’ Progress 8 scores are simple averages of the differences between students’ scores on the 
eight GCSEs and the national average scores of students on the eight GCSEs with the same prior attainment at the end of 
primary schooling. There are no adjustments for students’ socio-economic or demographic characteristics. Each measure has 
its benefits and disadvantages and should be interpreted with caution, given the statistical issues of quantitative school 
comparisons. It is important to note that schools whose intakes are more socio-economically advantaged are more likely to 
benefit from Progress 8 than from others used in the past (Leckie and Goldstein, 2017[79]). 

Italy 

In Italy, national standardised assessments take place annually in primary and secondary schools to assess student 
performance in mathematics, English and Italian, as well as Slovenian in a few small territories. The National Institute for the 
Evaluation of the Educational System of Education and Training (INVALSI) is responsible for the design and data processing 
of the assessments. Results are provided at a class, school, regional and national level.  
 
There was strong criticism from teachers when the assessments were first introduced, as test results were not considering 
students’ background, which could be a highly influential factor in their performance. As a result, INVALSI introduced new 
statistical tools to calculate a school value-added estimation measure. This takes several student-level characteristics into 
account, including gender, variables related to the personal and socio-economic background (e.g. index of the social, 
economic and cultural status of the student’s family, etc.) and others related to the student’s scholastic profile (e.g. prior score 
at INVALSI test, Grade repetition, etc.). School-level variables related to the school context, such as the number of enrolled 
students, are also included in the estimation. To facilitate the applicability of results, INVALSI uses the indicator to create 
categories which are easily interpreted by schools (see Table 3). The categories use the observed scores and calculated 
school value-added estimate to indicate the school’s performance (i.e. its effectiveness) with respect to the national level or 
the reference region.  

Table 3. INVALSI table with school performance categories based on observed and school value-added 

performance 

 
Positive school 

effect 

Slightly positive 

school effect 

School effect 

equal to the 

average 

Slightly negative 

school effect 

Negative school 

effect 

Observed score 

above the 

average 

School contribution 

very evident 

Results good 

School contribution 

evident 

Results good 

School contribution in 

the average 

Results good 

School contribution 

not adequate 

Results good 

School contribution 

inadequate 

Results good 

Observed score 

equal to the 

average 

School contribution 

very evident 

Results acceptable 

School contribution 

evident 

Results acceptable 

School contribution in 

the average 

Results acceptable 

School contribution 

not adequate 

Results acceptable 

School contribution 

inadequate 

Results acceptable 

Observed score 

below the average 

School contribution 

very evident 

Results to be 

improved 

School contribution 

evident 

Results to be 

improved 

School contribution in 

the average 

Results to be 

improved 

School contribution 

not adequate 

Results to be 

improved 

School contribution 

inadequate 

Results to be 

improved 

 
Sources: Leckie and Goldstein (2017[79]), The evolution of school league tables in England 1992-2016: ‘Contextual value-added’, ‘expected 

progress’ and ‘progress 8’; Cardone, Falzetti and Sacco (2019[89])Working Paper N. 43/2019: INVALSI data for school system improvement: 

the value added; INVALSI (n.d.[90]), The INVALSI tests according to INVALSI, https://invalsi-

areaprove.cineca.it/docs/2018/INVALSI_tests_according_to_INVALSI.pdf.  

The Steunpunt plans to adjust for students’ backgrounds, but the variables included in the indicator have 

yet to be decided. Therefore, the Steunpunt should, as planned, engage with a broad range of stakeholders 

to develop the Flemish definition and operationalisation of valued-added student performance. It may look 

towards the examples of other countries (see Box 4) and the earlier undertaken feasibility study on the 

Flemish standardised student assessments (Somers, 2021[67]) to identify the strengths and limitations of 

different definitions and measurement strategies and work towards valued-added measures that fit the 

https://invalsi-areaprove.cineca.it/docs/2018/INVALSI_tests_according_to_INVALSI.pdf
https://invalsi-areaprove.cineca.it/docs/2018/INVALSI_tests_according_to_INVALSI.pdf
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Flemish context. The key partners involved, i.e. the Steering Group, the ministry and the Ministerial 

Cabinet, should agree upon the proposed definition of value-added student performance to ensure that all 

political and social dimensions are considered. 

Ensuring continuous alignment between standard student assessments and attainment 

targets  

Improvements in educational quality are most strongly driven when there is strong alignment between 

educational goals, learning targets, and assessment content and standards (Shannon and Bylsma, 

2007[91]; Looney, 2011[92]; Care et al., 2018[93]). A critical element in the effectiveness of standardised 

assessments in improving student learning is their alignment with educational goals and attainment targets 

(OECD, 2013[6]; Biggs, 1996[94]). When this is the case, teaching and learning are clearly focused on 

agreed objectives, which are then assessed. This requires that any changes to attainment targets be duly 

reflected in assessment content and that teachers and students clearly understand the education goals 

and attainment targets. As the usefulness of standardised assessments in improving student performance 

can be undermined by misalignment between assessment content and attainment targets, the design of 

the assessments may need to be revisited periodically to ensure they are sufficiently aligned. This is 

because assessments are known to influence both teaching and learning – i.e. they have a “washback 

effect” (Alderson and Wall, 1993[95]; Cizek, 2005[96]). Washback can have positive effects on learning when 

assessments are aligned with learning goals but can be negative when alignment is lacking. 

As mentioned above, in June 2022, the Belgium Constitutional Court decided that the new secondary 

attainment targets violated the fundamental right to freedom of education and were therefore annulled 

(Constitutional Court, 2022[47]). The new secondary attainment targets had been introduced for the school 

year 2021/22 in phase 1 already. The Court, therefore, provided a transitional phase in which schools may 

continue to use new secondary attainment targets until the 2024/25 school year, allowing time to amend 

the targets.  

The DoET should ensure continuous alignment between the student assessment content and the 

attainment targets over time. The quest for continuous alignment is common across education systems. 

New South Wales (Australia), for example, has recently embarked on a reform of its school curriculum and 

is currently examining the impact of the new syllabi and pedagogical approaches on its assessment and 

evaluation arrangements, including the use of the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 

(NAPLAN) student assessment results (Masters, 2019[97]).  

An innovative reform that would benefit from a “learning-by-doing approach” 

The intended design and delivery of the full cohort standardised student assessment is ambitious and 

innovative, among others, because of the computer-based and adaptive nature of the assessments. There 

is value in evolving standardised student assessments over time based on lessons learnt from their 

implementation (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). Such a “learning-by-doing approach” may benefit the 

successful implementation of the student assessments, as elaborated below. 

Computer-based student assessments 

The Flemish standardised student assessments have been developed as computer-based assessments, 

in line with developments in other OECD countries like Australia, Denmark, England (United Kingdom), 

Finland, Israel, Latvia and New Zealand that have and/or are in the process of switching to computer-based 

student assessments. Computer-based student assessments have advantages and disadvantages. Some 

of the most obvious advantages include the possibility of rapidly marking them and providing feedback, 

reducing human biases and errors, and the fact that they, at least partially, address teachers’ workload 

(Leaton Gray and Kucirkova, 2021[98]). Other more technical advantages include the possibility of using 
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adaptive testing or using sophisticated trackers of academic progress across an extended period of time 

(Veldkamp and Sluijter, 2019[99]).  

On the other hand, there are challenges to consider, such as how data should be collected, used and 

stored (Timmis et al., 2015[100]). Ethical questions may also emerge in relation to inequalities, as it cannot 

be assumed that all teachers and students have the necessary skills to use technological devices/software. 

This may impact on students’ assessment results (Wyatt-Smith, Lingard and Heck, 2021[101]). Other 

challenges arise with specific technology-enhanced assessments. For example, assessments marked by 

algorithms may be less transparent and hard to verify, particularly with machine learning (e.g. essay 

marking) (Veldkamp and Sluijter, 2019[99]).  

In its review of the challenges of computer-based testing in England, Ofqual studied its introduction in 

Finland, Israel and New Zealand (Ofqual, 2020[102]). The authors found that successful implementation 

required a strong “risk appetite” – recognition and acceptance by stakeholders that some things would go 

wrong and an understanding there would be some “learning by doing”. Each of the countries took a different 

approach to implementation. For example, New Zealand took a gradual, voluntary approach. This resulted 

in a longer timeline for introduction but enabled public perception to change as the adoption grew to ensure 

positive user perception prior to use. Technical glitches were easily overcome by the ability to revert to 

paper-based testing. The downside of this approach was the dual running of paper and computer-based 

assessments, which risks an unfair advantage or disadvantage to groups of students. Biases related to 

the method of assessment delivery could ultimately hinder performance comparisons (McClelland and 

Cuevas, 2020[103]; Kolen and Brennan, 2014[104]; Sandene et al., 2005[105]). Another example is provided 

by Australia, which underwent a broad research and development programme before and during the 

transition of its NAPLAN to a computer-based delivery, providing useful results that may inform the Flemish 

student assessment reform (see Box 5). 

The Flemish Community opted for only offering computer-based student assessments, which avoids a bias 

related to the assessment method. Evidently, computer-based assessments need technical preconditions, 

which include access to enough devices of a consistent specification; sufficiently reliable Internet and/or 

local network capabilities; sufficient staff with the expertise to support the introduction and ongoing use of 

computer-based testing; physical spaces with the electrical and network facilities suitable for numbers of 

students to take the assessments on devices concurrently; and strong IT infrastructure to manage security 

risks. An offline modality of taking the test may provide a means for minimising some of these risks, but 

this requires some additional time and guidance to schools for installing the software beforehand and limits 

the use of tools and the adaptability of assessments (Somers, 2021[67]).  

It is possible to meet these requirements, though they require an initial financial investment and support 

for ongoing maintenance. The DoET, with the support of European Structural Funds, is dedicating 

EUR 385 million to a digitalisation project across the education sector (Government of Flanders, n.d.[106]; 

SGI Europe, 2021[107]). This includes investment in infrastructure (e.g. laptops, computers, software 

packages), Internet connectivity and teacher training. This project (“Digisprong”) is currently on schedule, 

with completion expected in 2024 (Goverment of Flanders, 2022[108]).  
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Box 5. Research findings guiding the transition of National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy to an online format in Australia 

The Australian Department of Education and Training funded a series of studies to ensure technical and content readiness 
for the transition of the annual National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) to an online assessment. 
These studies were conducted by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), an independent 
statutory authority. They covered different aspects of the tests, including: trialling the new test designs, the impact of an online 
delivery mode, students’ engagement, etc. The research agenda included diverse study designs, such as literature reviews, 
trials in diverse schools and cognitive interviews. Some of the findings are discussed below: 
 
• Device suitability: The assessments could be taken on laptops and tablets without overall device effects impacting 

performance and without the need for an external keyboard. In this regard, students’ familiarity with the device was a key 
factor. 
ACARA also performed piloting exercises to evaluate technical elements such as item display, navigation options and 
screen displays, whose findings were incorporated into the design. 

• Tailored test development studies: Studies on the design of multi-stage branching tests (i.e. adaptive tests depending 
on students’ performance on previous items) indicated that this type of design offered precise measurement, particularly 
for students scoring on the high or low end of the continuum. The design allowed for better catering to students’ assessment 
and learning needs. Psychometric factors such as the test’s boundaries (i.e. performance cut-off point for easier or harder 
branching items) needed further refining. 

• Automated essay scoring: Empirical evidence supported the feasibility and validity of the use of automated essay scoring, 
as well as indicating no operational barriers to its implementation. All written samples included were in English, as this was 
the language assessed.  

• Student engagement: Students in the trials found the assessments more engaging than the previous paper-based tests. 
No students felt penalised for typing their responses and perceived the assessment as fair and easy to navigate. 
Regarding the adaptive nature of the assessments, cognitive interviews showed that students were not distracted by the 
increasing difficulty of test items. One study also highlighted that this design enabled educationally disadvantaged students 
to be engaged and to generate a sense of accomplishment. The most challenging items were perceived as appropriate for 
students with higher levels of achievement. Overall, students completing the adaptive tests reported a more positive 
subjective experience than those who were given a fixed exam. 
These findings shed light on the potential benefits for students’ engagement and motivation, and for the precise 
measurement of students’ performance of these innovative methods. They also highlight the feasibility of computer-based 
assessments in schools for students as young as Year 3 (i.e. normally students aged 7-8).  

 
Sources: ACARA (2014[109]),Tailored test design study 2013: Summary research report, https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-

document-library/tailored_test_design_study_2013_summary_research_report.pdf; ACARA (2015[110]), NAPLAN Online Research and 

Development. Report 1: Device Effect Study – Literature Review. Report 2: Device Effect Study – Field Trial, https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-

source/default-document-library/naplan-online-device-effect-study.pdf, Lifelong Achievement Group & Martin, A.J., (2015[111]), Online 

NAPLAN Testing and Student Motivation: Exploring Adaptive and Fixed Test Formats, 

https://www.nap.edu.au/_resources/Online_NAPLAN_and_Student_Motivation.PDF, ACARA (n.d.[112]), NAPLAN: Understanding online 

assessment. Research and development, https://www.nap.edu.au/naplan/understanding-online-assessment/research-and-

development#SEM, Lazendic, Justus and Rabinowitz (2018[113]), NAPLAN online automated scoring research program: Research report, 

https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/naplan-online-aes-research-report-final.pdf, all accessed on the 20 

September 2022. 

Various stakeholders reported that not all IT challenges may have been resolved in schools across the 

Flemish Community. There were concerns that some of the purchased devices may not always optimally 

work with the test software. The DoET, however, ensured the OECD that every device will be compatible 

with the testing software. This is essential to prevent unequal performance of different devices during the 

assessments, which risks creating unfairness for students without access to the most up-to-date 

technology and hindering the comparability of results. It will also be vital to prevent unequal opportunities 

for students to practise on the relevant software or devices beforehand. The 2022/23 school year could be 

used to ensure adequate IT infrastructure is in place. The large-scale piloting will also provide valuable 

insight into the challenges schools face when administering the assessments, as well as showcasing what 

went well – both providing valuable lessons for their administration in following years. If the piloting shows 

https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/tailored_test_design_study_2013_summary_research_report.pdf
https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/tailored_test_design_study_2013_summary_research_report.pdf
https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/naplan-online-device-effect-study.pdf
https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/naplan-online-device-effect-study.pdf
https://www.nap.edu.au/_resources/Online_NAPLAN_and_Student_Motivation.PDF
https://www.nap.edu.au/naplan/understanding-online-assessment/research-and-development#SEM
https://www.nap.edu.au/naplan/understanding-online-assessment/research-and-development#SEM
https://nap.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/naplan-online-aes-research-report-final.pdf
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that IT challenges continue to be an issue for (many) schools, a fall-back option could be, in the first year(s), 

to allow these schools to administer the tests in paper-based format, with all other schools administering 

the tests through a computer-based format. Of course, paper-based tests are not adaptive.  

Furthermore, it will be important to communicate beforehand that the administration initially may not go 

perfectly, noting that this is to be expected. Lessons learnt from this “learning experience” will be taken 

forward in the following rounds of student assessment; pointing to the process evaluations that are planned 

for the piloting and first year(s) of implementation (Flemish Government, 2022[48]).  

In interviews with the OECD, some stakeholders raised concerns of the young age of Grade 4 students 

taking the test. Not all younger students may have the experience, skills and/or confidence to take the tests 

through a computer-based format. Again, the large-scale piloting will provide the opportunity to explore 

whether this is the case. Giving all students sufficient opportunity to practise completing tests on the 

software will be an important part of ensuring the tests are accessible and fair for all.  

Adaptive student assessments 

Another innovative feature of the assessments is that they are not only computer-based but also adaptive 

for the mathematics and Dutch language reading comprehension assessments (see Section 1). As 

mentioned above, the Dutch language writing assessment is not adaptive, however. Computerised 

adaptive assessments are a form of computer-based testing in which the level of difficulty of the 

assessment questions adapts to the student’s ability. This is done by automatically selecting question items 

based on the student’s response to a previous (set of) question(s). Students who answer questions 

correctly are directed to a more difficult question and those responding incorrectly receive an easier 

question (National Council on Measurement in Education, 2019[49]; OECD, 2013[6]). Testing in reading 

comprehension is to be automatically marked and adaptive in nature starting in May 2024. Dutch writing 

is planned to be marked through machine learning, though only from May 2025 onwards, at the earliest.  

Adaptive testing is efficient, as students do not waste time and effort on questions that are too hard or too 

easy for them. As candidates only answer items that are paired to their ability, test length can be reduced 

in comparison to linear test forms, and test administration can, if desired, be more flexible in terms of time 

as a result of individualised testing (Veldkamp and Sluijter, 2019[99]). Adaptive testing maximises the 

measurement information gathered. While a standardised test can only provide a snapshot of student 

achievement in selected targets and subjects, within these limitations, adaptive assessments are able to 

provide an accurate measure of student performance within a discrete area. As each student sits a different 

test, including questions adapted to his/her ability level, this can allow for more thorough diagnostic 

feedback (OECD, 2013[6]). This may also make for a better test experience, as students are not anxious 

about questions they cannot answer or bored by questions they find trivial.  

At the same time, some international evidence shows that test-takers report feeling discouraged after 

taking a computer-based adaptive test, and this feeling can reduce learning self-efficacy and motivation 

(Kimaru, 2017[114]). In addition, adaptive assessments require a large bank of test questions, which 

increases the development costs (OECD, 2013[6]). Furthermore, it may be challenging to explain to 

students and their parents why test experiences differ between students, as well as how the test results 

should be interpreted (Somers, 2021[67]).  

Given that the large-scale piloting in May 2023 will not have the adaptative testing feature, the DoET should 

– as planned – use the first administration of the adaptive assessments in 2024 and the following process 

evaluation(s) to gather valuable feedback on the delivery of the assessments and student, teacher and 

parent experiences. The gained information and lessons learnt will be used to further enhance the delivery 

of the assessments and student, teacher and parent experiences in the following years (i.e. a “learning-

by-doing approach").  
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Although the Dutch writing assessment will not be adaptive, it is planned to be marked automatically from 

May 2025 (at the earliest). The necessary machine learning adds a level of complexity. In addition, the 

validity and reliability of machine learning marking should be closely monitored when implementing this 

innovative feature. Machine learning auto-marking sometimes relies on an analysis of mathematically 

based textual features (e.g. vocabulary/sentence length and complexity) rather than targeting deeper 

compositional type skills (e.g. creativity and persuasiveness) (Shermis and Burstein, 2013[115]; Ifenthaler, 

2022[116]; Perelman, 2017[117]; 2020[118]). This threatens validity and could lead to a washback effect on 

teaching and learning surface skills if the stakes of the test grow. To reduce the complexity of the reform, 

the DoET could consider further delaying the auto-marking of the Dutch writing assessment, i.e. once the 

student assessments have been well-established.  

Securing equity and fairness in the application of standardised student assessments 

Reliability and validity are necessary conditions for any student assessment, and one cannot blindly 

assume that these conditions are met or transferable to all different subgroups of the population. It is 

important that assessments allow all students to show what they know and can do without being unfairly 

hampered by individual characteristics such as gender that are not relevant to what is being assessed 

(Reardon et al., 2018[119]; Binkley et al., 2011[120]). Student assessments need to be appropriate and 

sensitive to the needs of particular groups of students, such as students whose mother tongue is not the 

language of instruction and students with special educational needs (OECD, 2013[6]).  

As discussed in Section 1, the standardised student assessments are intended to be as inclusive as 

possible. The draft decree specifically refers to two student groups for this, i.e. students with special 

education needs and non-Dutch speaking newcomers. Students in special education are not obliged to 

participate, with the exception of students in training path 4 of secondary education (“buso OV4”). However, 

these students can also be exempt if the school council so decides for a particular reason. Reasonable 

accommodations will be organised to allow these students to participate in the assessments. Students 

entitled to adaptations or educational materials during the school year may retain these when taking the 

student assessments (Flemish Government, 2023[53]).  

The Steunpunt is taking these issues into account in the design and planning for the administration of the 

student assessments. For example, psychometricians from the Steunpunt are using the data from the 

large-scale piloting in 2023 to conduct differential function item analyses to ensure that test questions are 

fair towards different groups of students. The DoET should use the planned process evaluations and other 

research to examine this equity dimension of the standardised student assessments. The research findings 

may suggest further actions for enhancing the design and/or administration of the student assessments.    

Use of student assessment results 

Leaving school teams to decide on the use and weight of assessment results  

The draft decree states that the class council can decide to use the student assessment results in the 

student’s final marks. However, the standardised student assessment results cannot be used as the sole 

criterion for students’ final marks for that subject (Flemish Government, 2023[53]). Schools must make 

agreements about this with teachers, students and parents via the school council and include these in their 

school regulations (Flemish Government, 2022[48]). The OECD has some concerns about leaving school 

teams to decide on the use and weight of the standardised assessment results for summative purposes. 

This might lead to differences between schools in terms of how they use the standardised assessment 

results in students’ final marks. For example, where some schools might decide to use the standardised 

student assessment results for only a diagnostic/formative purpose, others might decide that the 

assessment counts as much as 30% of students’ final mark. In the latter case, the student assessments 
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have stakes for students and even potentially for teachers in schools if they are held accountable, even if 

unofficially, for student results. The rationale behind this regulation is based on the Flemish tradition that 

devotes much value to the freedom of education and school autonomy, as well as the assumption that the 

school and the class council possess the necessary expertise and skills in student assessments.  

The implicit prioritisation suggested by the test design decisions (for mathematics) suggests that using 

these results to support student learning at an individual level is not the primary (or a high priority) purpose 

of the student assessments. Therefore, following the examples of countries such as France and Wales 

(see Box 6), consideration should be given to using the assessment results for a mere diagnostic/formative 

purpose at the student level – at least in the initial years of implementing the standardised assessment. 

This would provide schools with some additional time to familiarise themselves with the data and feedback 

reports and respond through quality assurance processes for identified areas for improvement, including 

by investing in teachers’ professional learning before schools can use the data as part of students’ final 

mark.  

This is particularly important considering the identified need for enhancing teachers’ data literacy skills and 

inquisitive mindset to effectively enhance student learning and school leaders’ capacity for using data in 

quality assurance and school development processes (OECD, 2019[121]; 2021[4]). Some of these needs 

were reflected in TALIS 2018, where, for example, 40% of lower secondary school principals reported 

needing further training for using data to improve the quality of their school (compared to 24% on average 

across the OECD). An earlier OECD study found that continuous professional learning in the Flemish 

Community tends not to involve teachers using data (OECD, 2021[4]). Also, while some providers offer 

continuous professional learning for teachers on data-informed practice, interviews indicated that few 

schools ask for the results of standardised student assessments and many consider that engaging with 

data (or research) remains a challenge for many teachers. Introducing the new standardised student 

assessments presents an opportunity to strengthen teachers’ and school leaders’ skills to effectively 

engage with the data from the standardised student assessments – as well as other assessment data for 

improving student learning (OECD, 2021[4]). 

Section 3 will elaborate on the need to strengthen teachers’ and school leaders’ capacity, but if the Flemish 

Community continues leaving school teams to decide on the use of assessment results for summative 

purposes, the DoET should carefully monitor for possible unintended consequences.  
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Box 6. The use of standardised student assessment feedback reports for student learning in 
France and Wales (United Kingdom)  

France 
France has a range of statutory formative student assessments in primary and secondary education. These include “Les 
Repères”, which consist of three standardised student assessments that are taken twice in “CP” (i.e. preparatory class, 
age 6-7) and once in CE1 (i.e. elementary class, age 7-8) by all students. Two are French language assessments and are 
devoted to mathematics; each takes about 20 minutes to complete. The assessments are important tools that enable teachers, 
students and their parents to monitor students’ learning against national standards and adapt teaching and learning 
accordingly.  
 
To support the use of the assessment results, teachers and parents receive two student feedback reports – one per subject – 
that show students’ performance on each of the tested competencies (e.g. problem solving, understanding words, etc.), 
together with information on the assessments that clarifies their objective and implementation process. These data are 
visualised (among others) in a radar model (see Figure 9) to easily identify competencies of particular attention, as well as to 
provide an overall vision of the student’s performance. The feedback reports include information to encourage parents to 
support their children’s learning.  
 
Teachers not only have access to the feedback reports but also to the students’ assessments and a results guide. This guide 
provides a clear and detailed explanation of each competence, including how it is conceptualised, which items measure it, 
what students at each competency level are expected to know and do, and struggle with, etc. In addition, online resources 
provide teachers with guidance and ideas to adapt their teaching practices depending on their students’ needs (French Ministry 
of National Education and Youth, n.d.[122]). 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Wales (United Kingdom) 
Wales has developed “personalised assessments” in reading and numeracy for learners in Years 2-9 (ages 7-14). These 
online, adaptive assessments are available to take throughout the school year. Their purpose is to help support progression 
in reading and numeracy skills. After learners have completed these assessments, schools have access to feedback on 
learners’ skills, progress, age-standardised scores, and a range of reports to help plan teaching and learning. 
 
The assessments – numeracy (procedural and reasoning) and reading (in Welsh and English) – are statutory for all learners 
in Years 2-9 (age 7-14) and have been phased in over a period of four years to replace the previous paper-based testing. 
They are adaptive in format and available for schools to use at any point in the school year that they consider most useful to 
provide feedback on skills and progress. Teachers and learners access them via “Hwb”, the Welsh government’s digital 
learning platform. The reports include feedback on individual learners’ skills and progress, plus group reports showing skills 
profiles and progress charts which teachers can tailor for classes, year groups or bespoke groups.  
 

Figure 9. Snapshot of “Les Repères” student assessment feedback report, France 

https://eduscol.education.fr/1491/evaluer-en-milieu-d-annee-au-cp-un-point-d-etape-vers-la-reussite
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The individual learner feedback report is first available to the teacher, who has the option to release the feedback to the learner 
when they consider it appropriate. This report provides a snapshot of a learner’s skills at the time the assessment was taken. 
The first section, “The hardest questions I got right were on these skills”, lists the areas in which the learner gave correct 
answers for the most challenging questions. The second section, “Some of the questions I got wrong were on”, relates to the 
easiest questions answered incorrectly. The live links in the report link to a sample pdf for each of these questions. The final 
two sections relate to overall performance and provide an overview of the sort of skills that learners with a similar pattern of 
answers are able to achieve or are working towards.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A second report, the learner progress report, shows individual learner progress and contains a chart showing all the 
assessments taken to date in that particular subject. Some years may have more than one assessment shown, as schools 
can opt to run the assessments up to twice a year. The elements of the chart are carefully explained with simple language to 
facilitate understanding for all teachers, including those without a statistical or mathematical background. Schools are required 
to share both these reports with parents/carers. The reports include links for those seeking further information. 
 
The Welsh government has developed a range of resources for schools, including a personalised assessment administration 
handbook, school case studies that highlight the use of personalised assessments to target and improve learner outcomes, 
webinars for teachers, and targeted information for parents and guardians to support awareness raising and actual use of the 
student assessment results for improving teaching and student learning.  
 

Sources: French Ministry of National Education and Youth (2022[123]), Évaluation Rèperes. Guide des scores. Notice technique, 

https://eduscol.education.fr/document/41950/download; Welsh Government (2019[124]), https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/reading-

and-numeracy-assessments/personalised-assessments; Welsh Government (2022[125]), Personalised assessments. Guidance for 

practitioners on individual learner feedback and progress reports, https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/9ec62e0c-80d9-48c6-95c7-

22f681f87c9a/personalised-assessments-guidance-for-practitioners-learner-feedback-sharing-22.pdf.  Accessed on 25 October 2022. 

 

Figure 10. Snapshots of the “personalised assessments” individual learner feedback report, Wales 

Figure 11. Snapshot of the “personalised assessments” learner progress report, Wales 

https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/reading-and-numeracy-assessments/personalised-assessments/administration-handbook-2021-to-2022/
https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/reading-and-numeracy-assessments/personalised-assessments/administration-handbook-2021-to-2022/
https://hwb.gov.wales/repository/resource/107529d5-7f8c-4817-a0b0-36eedc1e85fa/en
https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/reading-and-numeracy-assessments/personalised-assessments-information-for-parents-and-carers/
https://eduscol.education.fr/document/41950/download
https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/reading-and-numeracy-assessments/personalised-assessments
https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/reading-and-numeracy-assessments/personalised-assessments
https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/9ec62e0c-80d9-48c6-95c7-22f681f87c9a/personalised-assessments-guidance-for-practitioners-learner-feedback-sharing-22.pdf
https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/9ec62e0c-80d9-48c6-95c7-22f681f87c9a/personalised-assessments-guidance-for-practitioners-learner-feedback-sharing-22.pdf
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Consider sequencing the use of student assessment results at different levels of the 

system  

Given the multiple purposes of the standardised student assessments, their ambitious and innovative 

design and delivery, and – importantly – the reported challenges of teachers’ and school leaders’ data 

literacy skills and inquisitive mindset and consequent use of data for internal quality assurance processes 

(see above), stakeholders (i.e. schools, teachers and students) may benefit from sequencing the data uses 

at different levels of the system.  

Different scenarios could be explored. However, recognising that the full cohort standardised student 

assessments are a vital source of information about the quality of education across the Flemish school 

system – i.e. for the first time, they will provide a standardised comparative measure of student 

performance across all schools in the Flemish Community, the immediate use of these results for 

system-level monitoring would seem warranted.  

Also, as discussed above, consideration could be given to using the assessment results for a mere 

diagnostic/formative purpose at the student level – at least in the initial years of implementing the student 

assessment. This would provide schools with some additional time to familiarise themselves with the data 

and feedback reports, respond to identified areas for improvement, and invest in professional learning 

before the possible use of these data as part of students’ final marks. 

Building on these suggestions and the inputs provided by several education stakeholders during the 

interviews with the OECD, one option could be to have the immediate use of the assessment results for 

system-level monitoring and internal quality assurance by schools from 2024 onwards, to be followed by 

the use of the assessment results in external quality assurance by the Inspectorate of Education in the 

following year(s). This would leave schools some time to familiarise themselves with the assessment, the 

resulting data and feedback reports, and to work with PDB and other possible partners to respond to the 

identified areas for improvement (through quality assurance processes). In addition, this option would allow 

using the time to invest in developing teachers’ and school leaders’ skills (i.e. in data literacy, evidence-

informed school development, etc.) before the data are used by the Inspectorate of Education.  

That said, recognising that these student assessments are a vital source of information about the quality 

of education across the Flemish school system, the Inspectorate of Education may still want to directly trial 

the use of these assessment results for its new approach to prior screening (i.e. risk-based analysis) that 

is part of the differentiated approach to inspections under development. The release of data to research 

institutions should arguably occur directly in 2024 to allow validation and other research activities to take 

place (see Section 4).  

Ensuring quality and timely feedback on assessments results to support improvements  

Providing quality and timely feedback is one of the most effective teaching and learning strategies and has 

an immediate impact on learning progress (Dumont, Istance and Benavides, 2011[126]; Hattie, 2008[127]). 

Feedback reports are arguably also one of the most important elements of student assessments for 

supporting improvement in teaching and student learning (Somers, 2021[67]). The draft decree includes the 

intent for feedback at four levels: the system-, school-, class- and student levels (see Section 1).  

In line with earlier OECD recommendations (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]), the Steunpunt has been 

engaging with schools to design and develop the feedback reports. In addition, the digital feedback reports 

(under development at the time of writing) are aimed at supporting the rapid delivery of feedback, which is 

expected to positively impact on the perceived value of the student assessments and their relevance for 

educators. The feedback reports are planned to display students’ results mainly in a numerical, graphical 

form with graphs and tables. One option to explore is complementing these data and information with 

qualitative descriptive results and additional resources for students, parents and teachers that could aid 

the understanding and implications of results. This would seem particularly relevant for the Flemish 
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context, considering the reported challenges of teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy skills and 

inquisitive mindset, and the consequent use of data for internal quality assurance processes (OECD, 

2021[4]; Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). The Flemish Community may look towards the feedback reports 

and additional resources used in France and Wales as a source of inspiration (see Box 6 (OECD, 2013[6])). 

Recommendations 

• There is a need to clarify the main purpose or purposes of the Flemish standardised student assessment. 
The test design decisions taken for the mathematics test suggest an (explicit or implicit) prioritisation, or possibly a 
less systematic approach. This is an issue for all partners involved, i.e. the Steunpunt, the Steering Group, 
the ministry and the Ministerial Cabinet, to clarify. If a prioritisation of purposes has occurred, this should 
be communicated widely.  

On the other hand, if no prioritisation has taken place, the DoET should conduct a prioritisation or weighting 
exercise of test purposes with all stakeholders to inform the ongoing and future design efforts and uses of 
the tests.  

In addition, given the importance of the implications of the technical decisions and to avoid unintended 
consequences, there seems to be a need to clarify the roles and responsibilities of the Steering Group and 
strengthen the oversight of the Steunpunt by directly involving the ministry and the Ministerial Cabinet in 
decisions on key issues. For such issues that are of particular importance, like the proposed prioritisation of 
purposes, the Steunpunt could offer different scenarios, explaining their respective strengths, weaknesses and 
implications for the Steering Group and the ministry and Ministerial Cabinet to decide on. 

• The DoET and/or the Steering Group may want to reconsider not sharing the assessment questions with teachers 

to allow them to explore in detail which type of items students succeed or struggle with. If the assessment 

questions are not released, it should ensure schools and teachers still receive adequate and accessible 

feedback and support for interpreting the student assessment results. 

• Given the complexity of the student assessment reform and necessary management of expectations, there seems 

to be much to gain from clarifying and communicating the possibilities and limitations of using the data for 

measuring learning gains and school value-added, especially in the initial years.  

o The Steunpunt should – as planned – engage with a broad range of stakeholders to develop the Flemish 

definition and measurement of valued-added school performance. It should define the variables to be 

taken into account to obtain “fair” school comparisons. It may look towards the examples of other countries and 

the earlier undertaken feasibility study on the Flemish standardised student assessments to identify the 

strengths and weaknesses of different definitions and measurements, and work towards valued-added 

measures fitting the Flemish context.  

o The proposed definition of value-added student performance should be agreed upon by the key 

partners involved, i.e. not only the Steering Group, but also the ministry and Ministerial Cabinet, to 

ensure all political and social dimensions are considered. 

• The DoET should ensure continuous alignment between the student assessment content and the attainment 

targets over time.  

• There is value in evolving standardised student assessments over time based on concrete experiences; a “learning-

by-doing approach” may benefit the successful implementation of the student assessments. 

o The large-scale piloting will also provide valuable insight into the challenges schools may be facing in 

administering the assessments, as well as showcase what went well – both providing valuable lessons 

for their administration in the coming years.  

o It will be important to communicate beforehand that the administration of the assessments initially may 

not go perfectly, noting that this is to be expected. Lessons learnt from this “learning experience” will be 
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taken forward in the following rounds of the assessments, pointing to the process evaluations planned for the 

piloting and first year(s) of implementation. 

o Given that the large-scale piloting in May 2023 is planned without the adaptative testing feature, the DoET 

should – as planned – use the first administration of the adaptive assessments in 2024 and process 

evaluation(s) to gather valuable feedback on the delivery of the assessments and student, teacher and 

parent experiences. In addition, to reduce the complexity of the reform, the DoET could consider further 

delaying the automatic marking of the Dutch writing test to later, i.e. once the student assessments become 

well-established.  

• The DoET should use the planned process evaluations and other research to examine this equity dimension 

of the design and administration of the standardised student assessments. The research findings may suggest 

further actions for enhancing these.  

• Leaving school teams to decide on the use and weight of the standardised assessment results for summative 

purposes as part of students’ final marks may lead to differences between schools. Consideration should be given 

to using the assessment results for a mere diagnostic/formative purpose at the student level – at least in 

the initial years of implementation. This would provide schools with some additional time to familiarise themselves 

with the data and feedback reports and respond to them through quality assurance processes for identified areas 

for improvement, including by investing in the professional learning of teachers before schools can use the data as 

part of students’ final mark. 

If the Flemish Community continues leaving school teams to decide on using assessment results for 

summative purposes, the DoET should carefully monitor for possible unintended consequences.  

• Recognising the reported challenges of teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy skills and inquisitive 

mindset and consequent use of data for internal quality assurance processes, stakeholders (i.e. schools, 

teachers, students and others) may benefit from sequencing the data uses at different levels of the system. 

One scenario could be to have the immediate use of the assessment results for system-level monitoring and internal 

quality assurance by schools from 2024 onwards be followed by the use of the assessment results in external quality 

assurance by the Inspectorate of Education in the following year(s). 

Recognising that these student assessments are a vital source of information about the quality of education across 

the Flemish school system, the Inspectorate of Education may still want to directly trial the use of these assessment 

results for its new approach to prior screening (i.e. risk-based analysis) that is part of the differentiated approach to 

inspections under development.  

As noted above, consideration should be given to using the assessment results for a mere diagnostic/formative 

purpose at the student level – at least in the initial years of implementing the student assessment. The release of 

data to research institutions should arguably occur directly in 2024 to allow validation and other research activities 

to take place.  
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Building on the analysis in Section 2, this section starts by looking at the involvement of and communication 

with stakeholders in the design and implementation of the standardised student assessments, which 

research evidence shows is a key means for ensuring the relevance and quality of a new policy and gaining 

the much-needed support and ownership for its successful implementation. This is followed by an 

examination of other key factors of influence for the “conduciveness” of the environment in which the 

standardised student assessment reform is implemented, such as the clarity of roles, responsibilities and 

expectations among implementing partners and other key stakeholders, including a discussion on possible 

governance structures to deliver the student assessments in the longer term. The section concludes with 

a discussion on developing teachers’ and school leaders’ (data literacy) skills to effectively use data for 

improving teaching and learning. 

Stakeholder engagement and communication 

Continuing and further enhancing stakeholder engagement and “co-construction” of the 

reform 

Research evidence has highlighted the importance of combining top-down and bottom-up strategies, 

following a participatory approach, to successfully navigate the complexity of education policy design and 

implementation (Blomkamp, 2021[128]; OECD, 2020[129]; 2020[8]; Nogueira and Schmidt, 2022[130]). 

Increasingly, OECD countries are recognising the importance of engaging stakeholders early in the policy 

design stage as a key means for ensuring the relevance and quality of the new policy and gaining the 

much-needed support and ownership for its successful implementation (Viennet and Pont, 2017[9]; Burns 

and Köster, 2016[10]; Schleicher, 2018[12]). These meaningful participatory practices have been gaining 

momentum over the last decade (OECD, 2020[7]; Torfing, Sørensen and Røiseland, 2016[131]). The Flemish 

education system benefits from a culture geared towards stakeholder engagement and co-construction of 

policies.  

An earlier OECD report (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]) noted the potential of the high-level forum 

(established in 2021) as a specific stakeholder consultation platform to facilitate communication and 

feedback at key stages of the development of standardised assessments (see Box 1). Stakeholders 

include representatives of the umbrella organisations, teacher unions, the Inspectorate of Education, the 

Steunpunt and the DoET. The high-level forum has been mandated to communicate and consult on the 

3. Ensuring strong stakeholder 

engagement, communication and a 

conducive context: Conditions for 

successful implementation 
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key decisions in policy development for introducing the standardised assessments. Its objectives are 

threefold: 1) the global monitoring of the progress of the reform; 2) providing a space for stakeholders’ 

feedback and inputs; and 3) providing information on the reform, including timing and next steps (Flemish 

Ministry of Education and Training, 2021[132]). At the meetings of the forum, stakeholders are given 

information on recent policy development (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). The forum met five times 

between May 2021 and February 2022, bringing together around 30 stakeholders in each meeting. Despite 

the initial progress, the stakeholder engagement process through the high-level forum has not yet realised 

its potential, as evidenced by the fact that it has not met since February 2022. Discussions on the format 

and role of the high-level forum, with some stakeholders preferring more formal negotiations, have 

remained unresolved.  

The previous OECD study also noted the importance of committing to stakeholder involvement and 

ensuring key voices other than national level education stakeholders are heard at every stage of the policy 

development process (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). These key voices include school leaders, teachers 

and parents. In particular, it noted the potential of raising awareness and mobilising support and feedback 

channels for school leaders. Apart from the engagement of some school leaders in the design of the 

student assessments and feedback reports (see below) – a strength of the reform – so far, the reform has 

failed to engage school leaders at scale. Arguably, it is not only a matter of scale but about engagement 

in a broader sense, providing school leaders with the information, power and capacity to be key actors in 

the reform. The limited communication on the reform has hampered the much-needed mobilisation of 

awareness, support and feedback from school leaders, teachers, students and other stakeholders, as will 

be elaborated below. 

The previous OECD study also highlighted the importance of organising contributions from the educational 

field to support the Steunpunt’s work (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). The Steunpunt (as mentioned 

earlier) is a consortium of all five Flemish universities and two universities of applied sciences 

commissioned by the Flemish government to support the introduction of the standardised student 

assessments during the period 2021-25. It brings together Flemish researchers with the necessary 

expertise to design the computer-based and (partially) adaptive standardised student assessments, and 

support schools in administering the assessments, thereby “pooling” the available expertise and capacity 

in the Flemish Community for this highly technical work. Importantly, the Steunpunt consults and 

collaborates closely with the educational field (see Box 7). In its first year of operation, the Steunpunt had 

already engaged with more than 400 stakeholders working in schools, the Inspectorate of Education and 

the PDB. It has established working groups for designing and developing the Dutch language and 

mathematics student assessments and focus groups with teachers and school leaders to explore the 

desirability of reasonable adjustments for students that need these (Steunpunt, 2022[133]).  

Steunpunt researchers have also started monitoring teachers’ and school leaders’ views, expectations and 

readiness for the student assessments (Molenberghs et al., 2022[54]). The findings of such research could 

greatly benefit the implementation of the student assessments. For example, failing to identify negative 

emotions towards the student assessments would hinder its successful implementation (Rafferty and 

Minbashian, 2018[134]; Kin et al., 2015[135]; Armenakis et al., 2007[136]). On the other hand, early 

identification of such views could allow modifying the reform strategy, for example, by expanding and 

further targeting communication messages to explain to teachers and school leaders the rationale and 

potential benefits of the assessments for improving their practice. 

The Steunpunt has further engaged the education profession in the layout of the feedback reports and the 

identification of professional learning needs. The continued engagement with school leaders and teachers 

will be vital for further enhancing and tailoring these to their needs; thereby further enhancing their capacity 

to use the assessment results to make sustainable improvements in teaching and learning. 
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Box 7. The Steunpunt central tests: An example of stakeholder engagement and  
“co-construction” and pooling of expertise in test design and administration 

 
The Steunpunt central tests, or “Steunpunt”, consist of a consortium of all five Flemish universities (Ghent University, Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Hasselt University and Antwerp University) and two universities of applied 
sciences (Artesis Plantijn Hogeschool and Arteveldehogeschool). The Flemish government established a partnership with the 
Steunpunt to support the design and implementation of the Flemish standardised assessments between 2021 and 2025. The 
Steunpunt has five core tasks:  

1. The first core task is the development of the test items based on the attainment targets. The Steunpunt focuses on 

developing meaningful assessments that challenge students to demonstrate their skills in mathematics and Dutch.  

2. For the second core task, which is to support schools in administering the assessments, the Steunpunt develops 

accessible scripts and online courses, among other things. Schools can also count on the availability of a helpdesk, 

where they can go with questions about the assessments.  

3. After administering the assessments, the Steunpunt processes and analyses the test results. Based on these results, 

the Steunpunt then provides feedback to the educational field.  

4. For the fourth core task, the Steunpunt is committed to developing accessible online courses and feedback reports 

(dashboards) for the educational field.  

5. The final core task concerns the development of expertise and research into educational effectiveness, for example, 

into which school factors make the difference for strong education. 

 
The core tasks are performed by a multidisciplinary team composed of subject matter experts in Dutch and mathematics, 
teachers (trainers), psychometricians, pedagogues and data analysts. The multidisciplinary team works in eight sub-teams or 
work domains (Figure 12).  

Figure 12. Structure of the Steunpunt’s work domains 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To complete its five core tasks, the Steunpunt follows four related principles, which can be shortly described as aiming for 
meaningful, valid, reliable and accessible assessments that are computer-based and adaptive in nature. The Steunpunt works 
closely with various stakeholders in the educational field. Active stakeholder engagement and co-construction take place in 
the form of think tanks, test trials and working groups. During its first year of work, the Steunpunt engaged more than 
400 stakeholders and continues to work closely with the education profession to carry out the large-scale piloting in 2023, and 
onwards.  

In sum, although the OECD identified a need to enhance the oversight of the Steunpunt by directly involving 

the ministry and Ministerial Cabinet in taking decisions on key issues and proposals (see Section 2), the 

Steunpunt is a good example of stakeholder engagement and co-construction. This approach should be 

continued, and possibly expanded on as the reform advances from a focus on assessment design to one 
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more focused on the administration, analysis and reporting, and actual use of the assessment results in 

schools.   

Limited communication on the student assessment reform  

Effective communication in education is paramount for stakeholder engagement, and for successful and 

sustainable policy making and implementation. Clear communication can enhance stakeholder 

engagement and help mobilise support for the reform (Threlfall and Althaus, 2021[137]; Althaus et al., 

2021[138]; Ansell, Sørensen and Torfing, 2017[139]; Schleicher, 2018[12]). A new policy or reform is unlikely 

to succeed unless those expected to implement it see its value, want to see it happen, are confident in 

their capacity to implement it and, ideally, have ownership of the change (OECD, 2020[8]; McKnight and 

Glennie, 2019[11]; May, 2015[51]). The earlier OECD study on the standardised student assessment reform 

also identified the importance of investing in clear and active communication as a priority for the DoET 

(see Box 1) (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). The OECD had to conclude, however, that this remains an 

area for improvement, as will be elaborated on below.  

At the start of the reform, the DoET initiated a number of important initiatives to share information regarding 

the Flemish student assessments with various audiences. As previously explained, this included the 

establishment of the high-level forum that was created, among other reasons, as a space for information 

sharing and receiving feedback on policy developments. The DoET also developed a dedicated webpage 

on its official website that captures key information on the assessments (Flemish Ministry of Education and 

Training, 2022[140]). It has also organised and participated in several events to share information with 

various education stakeholders (e.g. teachers, school leaders, etc.), such as a public online Q&A session 

(“vragenuurtje”) in February 2022 (Flemish Ministry of Education and Training, 2022[140]; 2022[141]). The 

OECD was invited to listen in to this event and was impressed with the questions and open discussion 

between the DoET officers and the participants, many of whom were teachers and school leaders.  

However, these initiatives were relatively limited in number and outreach. For example, in the high-level 

forum meetings, as with any such forum, only a limited number of stakeholders could participate. 

Furthermore, the initial emphasis and efforts placed on communication were reduced during much of 2022 

due to the political sensitivities surrounding the reform at the time.  

Therefore, while national level stakeholders, like the umbrella organisations, teacher unions and the 

Inspectorate of Education, are all informed about the reform, there is much work to be done to raise 

awareness and understanding of the reform among the education profession (Molenberghs et al., 2022[54]) 

as well as students, parents and the general public. International experiences in introducing student 

assessments show that it is vital for school leaders, teachers, students and parents to be informed of the 

rationale for introducing student assessments – why they are implemented, their purpose, what students 

can expect from the assessment experience, etc. (OECD, 2013[6]; ACER and UNESCO Institute for 

Statistics, 2017[142]). The reform narrative and key messages should also aim to clarify why the 

assessments are needed and, in particular, how they can be used to improve the quality of education. 

Regarding the key messages, several stakeholders raised in the interviews the need for the DoET to clarify 

and expand on its key message that “with the Flemish student assessments the Flemish government wants 

to strengthen the quality of education” (Flemish Government, 2022[48]; Flemish Ministry of Education and 

Training, 2022[140]). Although seemingly not questioning the rationale of the reform, which points to the 

decreasing student results, various stakeholders noted that in the communication to date, there was an 

insufficient explanation of the mechanisms by which the assessments would improve educational 

outcomes (the “how”).  

The generally limited communication on the standardised student assessment reform and the fact that the 

large-scale piloting of the assessments was scheduled for May 2023 with the first administration the 

following year, argue for urgency in the development and operationalisation of a comprehensive 
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communication strategy. This strategy should explain the “why” and the “how” the standardised student 

assessments – together with other policy measures – can support the realisation of the overarching goal 

of improving the quality of education. For example, the reform narrative and key messages could focus on 

answering questions such as “How will the schools use the data to support improvements in student 

learning?”; “How will the Inspectorate of Education use these data?”; “How do the standardised student 

assessments complement and add to already existing student assessments?”.  

To help further clarify the rationale (i.e. the “why”) of the reform, part of the communication could highlight 

the fact that (as mentioned above) the Flemish Community does not have central exams at the end of 

compulsory education nor full cohort standardised student assessments in support of system-level 

monitoring and improvement efforts at different levels of the system, which makes it an outlier among 

OECD countries (OECD, 2013[6]; 2015[25]; Shewbridge, Fuster and Rouw, 2019[23]). 

Several stakeholders also noted the need to link the reform to the broader policy environment, pointing 

specifically to the need to invest in teachers’ continuous professional learning, including their data literacy 

skills. Ensuring teachers and school leaders have the skills to use the assessment results effectively will 

need to be considered in their continuing professional learning (OECD, 2021[4]). This suggests that the 

narrative needs to set out how the introduction of standardised assessments is one of a range of important 

policy measures, like those on continuous professional learning and staff shortages, to help improve the 

quality of education in all schools in the Flemish Community of Belgium.  

In addition, recognising the equity challenges of the Flemish school system (see Section 1), the 

overarching goal of improving and monitoring the quality of education could also be expanded to 

emphasise the need for improving and monitoring equity in education. The standardised student 

assessments will introduce reliable and objective student performance results across all schools in the 

Flemish Community, allowing the highest levels of needs and disadvantage to be identified and 

subsequent support for those schools. 

Furthermore, in light of the Flemish education culture, it would seem important to reiterate the message 

that the standardised student assessments are aimed at serving the primary goal of supporting 

improvement (Flemish Government, 2022[48]), i.e. offer an important opportunity for “learning” and 

supporting all schools, school leaders and teachers in innovating their practice and helping them realise 

sustainable improvements in student learning.  

The communication strategy should ensure that messages reach all stakeholders (i.e. teachers, school 

leaders, ICT co-ordinators and support staff in schools, students, parents, etc.) so that they are clear on 

the reform rationale, what it entails for them and the system, leading to appropriate expectations. For this, 

the DoET should work with the education profession, PDB, the Inspectorate of Education and other 

partners to develop a coherent narrative that is communicated to all. The DoET and education stakeholders 

should collaborate to ensure consistent messaging; optimise reach; and use multiple media channels 

based on reach, frequency and credibility (see Box 8) (Cabañero-Verzosa, 2009[143]).  

Different stakeholders may also need targeted forms and levels of information (Behrstock-Sherratt, Biggers 

and Fetters, 2012[144]). For example, the adaptive nature of (part of) the student assessments, 

measurement of learning gains and the planned use of contextualised school results are complex issues 

that should be well explained in an easy-to-understand manner. Given the diversity of the stakeholders 

involved, the messages should be tailored to each audience and use different communication means 

(Viennet and Pont, 2017[9]). For example, regularly using communication channels such as Klasse, a 

popular, well-established education magazine in the Flemish Community, could maximise reach among 

teachers. Also, a simple guide and/or animation could be circulated to explain the assessment procedure 

to students.  
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Box 8. Colorado’s communication and engagement strategy for evaluating teachers and 
principals 

In 2013, the state of Colorado (United States) implemented a statewide reform introducing a new system for evaluating 
teachers and principals. The state invested significant time and resources to develop a communication and engagement 
strategy to support the implementation of the reform, hiring a communication expert to assist with this task. The National 
Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality selected Colorado’s strategy as an interesting case study, given the variety of 
successful strategies implemented and their emphasis on transparency. Below are some examples of the initiatives carried 
out by the Colorado Department of Education (CDE).  
 
• “Staying Informed”: The CDE created an openly accessible document which outlined how to stay informed about the 

reform, explaining all the means and channels by which the CDE would be sharing information and reaching out to 
stakeholders and the community more broadly. 

• Interdepartmental brown-bag lunches: The team responsible for implementing the reform organised brown-bag lunches 
to share information and discuss a common approach for alignment and communication within the CDE. This resulted in 
well-informed staff, a more collaborative environment and greater coherence across initiatives. Ultimately, it led to 
consistent and coherent messages delivered to stakeholders, avoiding misinformation. 

• Events: Four symposia were conveyed in different locations around the state to communicate on the legislative changes 
and recruit pilot districts. They were so successful that the same procedure was repeated the following year. In addition, 
more than 500 participants attended a statewide one-day summit where evaluation policies, rules and timelines of the 
reform were presented, and spaces to enhance collaboration between district teams and experts were provided. 

• Distribution of user-friendly resources: The CDE distributed resources with practical information targeted to different 
stakeholders. These included: 
o An Educator Evaluation System Implementation Toolkit, which provided guidance on how to prepare for 

implementation and a worksheet to self-assess a district’s readiness for compliance with the new law. 
o Two district leaders guides: One focused on communicating effectively with stakeholders and the other on preparing 

districts to implement the new educator evaluation system. The first provided concrete advice and ideas, and the 
second an overview of the first steps leaders should take (e.g. establishing goals, assembling a design team), both 
including lessons learnt from other districts. 

o A resource bank webpage hosting all relevant information and resources to implement the reform successfully, such 
as links to the state’s model evaluation system, sample evaluations, and wider resources from national experts and 
technical assistance providers. 

• Written communications initiatives: 
o Dedicated website: A webpage specifically dedicated to the reform and regularly updated was made public. It 

included regular reporting of meeting highlights, a frequently asked question section, links to related initiatives and 
all relevant public documents, including explanations comparing different versions of rule-making documents. 

o Newsletter: An e-newsletter was launched and regularly distributed to inform on progress and provide updates. 
Voluntary sign-up was open to all. 

 

In addition to these initiatives, the CDE worked on establishing good relationships with stakeholders from the design of the 
reform and maintaining constant communication with different stakeholder groups throughout its implementation. 

 
Source: Behrstock-Sherratt, Biggers and Fetters (2012[144]), Lessons Learned on Communication and Engagement for Educator Evaluation: 

Colorado Case Study, https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED543667.pdf.  

Celebrating success and recognising the introduction of any new policy is unlikely to go 

perfectly 

As much as identifying gaps, needs and areas for improvement is key, it is also important to focus on the 

positive factors when communicating about new policies or programmes. The deliberate identification and 

celebration of successes and their public acknowledgement can reinforce the implementation effort. Failure 

to do so can have adverse effects. For example, ACARA’s Departmental Report reflected on this issue by 

highlighting stakeholders’ criticism on their communications on student assessments, which were often 

interpreted as defensive and reactive. There was a clear need to pursue a more positive and informative 

communication strategy, and share the value and celebrate successes (Australian Department of 

Education and Training, 2019[145]).  

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED543667.pdf
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Drawing from this example, the communication strategy for the Flemish standardised student assessment 

reform should celebrate successes, as these may help raise awareness, support and ultimately favour the 

successful implementation of the reform. Such successes could, for example, include the high participation 

rates of schools and students, the positive experiences of students in taking the assessments, or of 

teachers using the results to help students in their learning.  

Again, different media channels and tailored messages to different stakeholders could be mobilised to 

reach a broad audience. For example, case studies that describe the effective use of feedback reports in 

school development efforts can disseminate success stories and provide concrete guidance to schools 

that have identified similar improvement priorities. Such “scaffolding” based on schools’ “improvement 

journeys” may be an effective means for mobilising and expanding the school development support 

capacity of the system.   

At the same time, implementing a standardised student assessment, or any other new policy, is unlikely to 

happen without encountering some challenges. As mentioned earlier, it will be important to communicate 

beforehand that in the assessment administration, things may not initially go perfectly, noting that this is to 

be expected. From this “learning experience”, lessons learnt will be taken forward in the following rounds 

of testing, pointing to the process evaluations that are already planned for the piloting and first year(s) of 

implementation (Flemish Government, 2022[48]).   

To ensure stakeholders are an active part of this learning journey and incentivise a bottom-up approach, 

communication should be bidirectional (i.e. two-way communication) (OECD, 2020[129]; 2020[7]; Viennet 

and Pont, 2017[9]). Although the high-level forum was developed to create such a space for feedback and 

discussion, the chosen format limits the number of participants and, as mentioned, some stakeholders 

preferred more formal negotiations. Therefore, the DoET should consider developing additional two-way 

communication channels that create opportunities for a wide range of stakeholders, including school 

leaders, teachers and students, to provide feedback and comments beyond the introduction of the 

standardised student assessments. This could be in the form of focus groups or the establishment of an 

open digital portal.  

In addition, the DoET should facilitate independent monitoring of the awareness, readiness and support 

for the assessments among teachers, school leaders, students and their parents. Governments are often 

seen as unresponsive to public feedback, which has an impact on trust and perceived reliability (OECD, 

2022[146]); gathering feedback can only lead to improvement if it is acted upon. An appropriate, timely 

analysis and response to this feedback could help retain stakeholders’ support and engagement, as well 

as identify implementation gaps and provide guidance on how to respond to these.  

Roles and responsibilities 

The need for ensuring clarity of roles, responsibilities and expectations  

Clarity and transparency of roles and responsibilities foster trust among stakeholders, is a collective effort, 

and involves stakeholders in defining their roles and monitoring their performance. Such measures include 

having a clear task allocation, accountability and a monitoring system to gauge progress. Whereas task 

allocation sets boundaries and determines who is (or are jointly) in charge of what, accountability relates 

to responsibility and reporting relationships (OECD, 2020[8]). 

A key means for clarifying roles, responsibilities and expectations is the development of official guidelines 

to support the implementation of the student assessments in schools (OECD, 2013[6]). The Steunpunt 

should, as planned, develop official guidelines that clearly describe the roles, responsibilities and 

expectations of everyone involved in the test administration (i.e. teachers, school leaders, ICT 

co-ordinators, students). The experiences from the small-scale piloting that was started in 2022 and the 
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large-scale piloting in May 2023 could inform the development of these guidelines based on the 

experiences of school leaders, teachers, ICT co-ordinators, students and others. The proposed 

communication strategy should help raise awareness of these guidelines and supporting resources 

(e.g. animators, videos), with key education stakeholders (e.g. the Steunpunt, umbrella organisations, 

teacher unions, the Inspectorate of Education, the DoET) playing vital roles in supporting their 

implementation. 

Considering how to best govern the standardised student assessments in the medium- 

to longer term 

Evidence highlights the importance of ensuring adequate system capacity for the design, implementation, 

reporting and feedback of results when introducing new full cohort student assessments (OECD, 2013[6]; 

Verger, Fontdevila and Parcerisa, 2019[147]; Reedy, 2019[148]). For the design and implementation of the 

standardised student assessment, the DoET commissioned the support of the Steunpunt for the period 

2021-25. As mentioned earlier, this collaboration, among others, benefitted from the researchers’ test 

design expertise and ensured engagement and trust among a wide variety of stakeholders in the Flemish 

Community.  

When an assessment system becomes fully operational, public acceptability is strongly influenced by 

problem-free delivery, which relies on solid assessment operations and appropriate evaluation capacity. 

Despite the progress made to date with the Flemish standardised student assessments, international 

experience confirms that full cohort student assessments are a complex, multi-faceted and technical 

endeavour (OECD, 2013[6]), which may challenge the capacity of Ministries of Education that often are 

already handling many other responsibilities.   

In response to this challenge, OECD countries have pursued different ways to ensure optimal delivery and 

governance of their student assessments. Many have established a dedicated specialised assessment 

agency to deliver and govern the student assessments (OECD, 2013[6]); others have maintained these 

responsibilities within their ministry. Although comparisons between countries and jurisdictions are 

challenging, among others, due to the differences in roles, responsibilities, legal constructs and legal 

systems, this chapter discusses some of the different approaches taken by countries to inform the Flemish 

DoET and education stakeholders in deciding on possible next steps.  

On one side of the spectrum are those countries that have created the necessary “distance” between the 

ministry and the student assessments by engaging an autonomous assessment agency in the form of a 

private company or by establishing and/or expanding the mandate of existing public agencies. One 

example of the former is provided by the Netherlands, where the agency CITO (Central Institute for Test 

Development) used to have the task of developing and delivering the national assessments and exams. 

Recently, the Dutch government decided to allow other test providers on the market as long as they meet 

the national standards and requirements on national assessments and exams. The quality of the test 

providers is checked and guaranteed by the independent College for Assessments and Exams.  

Several OECD countries have chosen to engage and/or establish an autonomous specialised public 

agency to administer the student assessments based on some form of delivery agreements. In Australia, 

the annual NAPLAN is conducted by ACARA. ACARA is an autonomous statutory authority whose work 

is directed by the Australian education ministers. Its responsibilities are not limited to assessment but also 

include curriculum development and reporting on schooling (ACARA, n.d.[149]). 

In other OECD countries like Denmark, England (United Kingdom), Ireland and Latvia, specialised 

assessment agencies are not autonomous from the government. In England, the Standards and Testing 

Agency (STA) is an executive agency which operates within the Department for Education. Because the 

STA is not demonstrably independent from the government to manage the perceived risk of political 
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interference in test outcomes, the assessments are regulated by Ofqual, an autonomous, non-ministerial 

arm’s-length body (see Box 9).  

These international examples show that the division of roles and responsibilities among different 

assessment agencies and other bodies can be complex, with the possibility of partnering with external 

private suppliers (like in England and the Netherlands). When this is the case, it is still important to have 

the appropriate expertise within the agency to support robust procurement and contract management. 

Such a possible engagement with private suppliers suits the Flemish context less. 

Although not urgent, the DoET should consider how to best govern and deliver the standardised student 

assessments in the medium- to longer term. The government must carefully consider whether to (in due 

time) opt for a dedicated autonomous public agency or establish this within the government structure 

against the possible advantages and disadvantages of these options.  

A potential advantage of having a specialised autonomous agency is the development of specialised 

technical expertise within the agency, including development assessment capacity and data literacy skills 

that can support the Flemish school system. Student assessment is a highly technical matter and its design 

and implementation require expert capacity, which takes time to develop. Such expertise is particularly 

important when education systems are developing and introducing large-scale standardised student 

assessments – as is the case for the Flemish Community. In addition, a deep understanding of the role of 

student assessment in improving policy and practice is essential to develop policy, support the 

development of assessment tools, and ensure that assessment results are used appropriately for 

monitoring and supporting schools. International experience shows that specialised agencies can develop 

such capacity by engaging with each other and with the assessment community more widely, both 

nationally and internationally (OECD, 2013[6]). 

Furthermore, the design and implementation of standardised student assessments is a complex, 

multi-faceted endeavour that may weigh (heavily) on the capacity of the Ministry of Education, particularly 

when it is part of its direct roles and responsibilities and concentrated in its organisational structure. 

Establishing a specialised autonomous agency outside the ministry structure to take on this challenging 

task could reduce the burden placed on ministry officials. In addition, even though “full autonomy” is rare, 

as agencies often to some extent still depend financially on and are governed by the government, 

specialised agencies introduce some distance vis-à-vis education authorities in the potentially politically 

sensitive arena of student assessments. 

On the other hand, establishing an autonomous agency can be more costly due to the costs of its initial 

establishment and longer term functioning. In some countries, however, dedicated agencies take on a 

broader role in monitoring and evaluating the quality of education, as well as other functions. For example, 

as mentioned above, ACARA is also responsible for developing the Australian National Curriculum and 

reporting on schooling. Consolidating several roles and responsibilities could make an agency more 

cost-effective while also facilitating coherence across different policy areas. 
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Box 9. Governance of the delivery of standardised assessments at the primary level in England 
(United Kingdom) 

In England (United Kingdom), national assessments are delivered by the Standards and Testing Agency (STA). The STA is 

an executive agency sponsored by the Department for Education. The STA operates within the Department for Education 

(i.e. drawing on Department for Education staff) and the Secretary of State for Education is accountable to parliament on all 

matters concerning the agency. The STA’s chief executive has a specific, fully delegated role with respect to test standards 

and standard setting and maintenance. The chief executive signs off on the content of the assessments and the setting and 

maintenance of standards, acting independently of the Department for Education and ministers to ensure confidence in the 

validity of test outcomes. However, because the STA is not demonstrably independent from the government, the assessments 

are regulated by Ofqual to manage the perceived risk of political interference in test outcomes. Ofqual is an independent, 

non-ministerial arm’s-length body. It reports annually on its regulation of the assessments, particularly regarding their validity 

and the maintenance of standards of attainment (including over time). The underlying function here is transparency and public 

confidence in test outcomes. The STA outsources the delivery of the assessments and conducts some elements of test 

development and evaluation of outcomes in-house. For example, the test design and the psychometric analyses necessary 

to set and maintain standards are done internally, but the delivery of test papers and marking are outsourced to contractors 

with the requisite experience and resources. In addition, local authorities have a range of statutory responsibilities, such as 

monitoring test administration to ensure the integrity of the assessments.  

Figure 13. Diagram of the governance structure of the national assessments in England 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

These arrangements have evolved, however. In the past, a non-departmental public body (the Qualifications and Curriculum 

Authority) was responsible for national testing. The assessments were delivered by a division of the Qualifications and 

Curriculum Authority – the National Assessment Agency. The National Assessment Agency contracted external suppliers to 

produce, distribute and mark the assessments, and collect the data for reporting purposes. Changes were made following 

issues with the timely delivery of results in 2008, with the Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency taking 

responsibility for the assessments for a period, but the model of test development and distribution was maintained until such 

duties were finally transferred to the STA in October 2011. As illustrated in this example, arrangements and responsibilities 

may evolve to respond to newly identified needs and optimise the delivery of the assessments. 
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To conclude, internationally, there are different ways in which standardised assessments are delivered 

and governed. This is because any system involves complex interactions of history, culture, and 

educational policies and practices (Opposs et al., 2020[150]; Verger, Fontdevila and Parcerisa, 2019[147]). 

Whether to (in due time) opt for a specialised autonomous agency or establish this within the government 

structure is an issue for further reflection and, as mentioned, should consider the advantages and 

disadvantages of both options.  

However, it would seem vital to build on the expertise available in the Steunpunt. Currently, the 

collaboration with the Steunpunt is established until 2025. By 2025, the researchers in the Steunpunt would 

not only hold knowledge and expertise but would also have vast hands-on experience of the Flemish test 

implementation. There are tentative plans to have a new Steunpunt starting in 2025, with a slightly different 

set of tasks. Such a measure could help maintain the momentum gained in implementing the reform. There, 

for example, would remain the necessary work to further develop and calibrate test items, measure learning 

gains and value-added performance, and evaluate whether schools interpret and respond to test feedback 

appropriately. Care should be taken to ensure the necessary operational and logistical expertise is present 

to facilitate the implementation complexities elaborated upon. Whether this is a temporary, intermediate 

measure or envisaged to be(come) a permanent structure is not clear at present.  

Whatever construct is decided on, it should have strong governance and oversight, so reform objectives 

are achieved, policy and practice align, and risks are monitored and managed across all relevant bodies. 

Capacity  

Enhancing teachers’ and school leaders’ skills to effectively use data to improve 

teaching and learning 

Research evidence shows the potential of using data to improve student learning (Schildkamp and Lai, 

2012[151]; Airola and Dunn, 2011[152]; Faria et al., 2012[153]; Poortman and Schildkamp, 2016[154]). For this 

to happen, it is paramount that education professionals acquire data literacy skills, not only to interpret 

data appropriately but also to take advantage of all the information it can offer (Mandinach and Gummer, 

2016[155]). This was also recognised in the Education Policy Note 2019-2024, in which the Flemish 

government announced the introduction of standardised student assessments (Weyts, 2019[156]). This note 

highlighted the importance of developing adequate data literacy skills at the school level to ensure that 

teachers can use assessment results to inform the improvement of teaching and learning processes. It 

considers the new student assessments an opportunity to professionalise teachers and school leaders in 

data literacy, emphasising its use for school development and enhancing student learning.  

When introducing data literacy professional learning opportunities, it is important not only to do this in the 

context of the standardised student assessments but more broadly and focus as well on how to develop, 

mark and use self-developed formative and summative assessments. This could lower the risk of teachers 

over relying on the new standardised assessments, and questioning their own skills and priorities when 

assessing student’s learning needs and performance (Osborn, 2006[157]). If teachers imitate the format and 

content of the standardised assessments when creating classroom formative and summative tests, the 

alignment between the intended, enacted and assessed curriculum could be jeopardised. This alignment 

is key, as it prompts teachers to reflect on fundamental questions, such as whether the assessments map 

onto the objectives of the intended and enacted curriculum and can improve teaching quality and learning 

outcomes (Pasquini and DeLuca, 2022[158]). For this reason, schools should encourage and support 

teachers to develop their own student assessments. 

While internationally, the development of teachers’ data literacy skills is in the spotlight, the data literacy 

skills of school leaders are also key for school and student success. School leaders have an important role 
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to play in setting a school’s culture around data use and in promoting its use as part of internal quality 

assurance and development processes (Henderson and Corry, 2021[159]; OECD, 2019[121]). A school’s 

culture of data use can have serious impacts on how teachers think about and use data (Farrell and Marsh, 

2016[160]). As such, both teachers and school leaders will need to develop their data skills to effectively use 

the new standardised student assessment results to improve teaching and learning in their schools. 

Clarifying the concept of data literacy and underlying skills 

Although scholarly interpretations of the concept differ, in the field of education, “data literacy” is often 

defined as the ability to understand and use data effectively to inform decisions. It comprises a specific 

skill set and knowledge base that enables educators to transform data into information and ultimately into 

actionable knowledge (Mandinach and Gummer, 2016[155]). Data literacy incorporates aspects of statistical 

literacy, assessment literacy, pedagogical knowledge and data-driven decision making under one umbrella 

(Gummer and Mandinach, 2015[161]). This domain of professional knowledge comprises the ability to 

analyse and interpret raw and statistically, tabularly and graphically presented data and to translate those 

interpretations into instructional decisions, including the students/content on which to focus, instructional 

method(s) to use, and how to differentiate or modify teaching. In addition, data literacy involves specific 

analytical tasks, such as examining student work for patterns (e.g. common errors or misconceptions) and 

item-level data, making data-based comparisons, and disaggregating data.  

Technology is not separate from data literacy. In many OECD countries, student information systems and 

online testing systems are just a few of many platforms that teachers need to learn to navigate, extract 

data and interpret visualisations. The role of technology in data-informed decision making will increase as 

machine learning and artificial intelligence systems make recommendations based on big data from 

student keystrokes, progress and outcomes tracked in learning systems (Henderson and Corry, 2021[159]).  

Digitalisation in education has been gaining attention internationally with a focus, among others, on teacher 

professional development (OECD, forthcoming[162]). For example, Spain’s 2022 strategy for digital 

education aims to improve teachers’ digital competences. The large-scale initiative aims to train 80% of 

the country’s teachers (about 700 000) in digital competences by 2024 (European Commission, 2022[163]). 

As mentioned earlier, the Flemish Community of Belgium is also investing in the digitalisation of the 

education sector. The “Digisprong” project includes investment in infrastructure (e.g. laptops, computers, 

software packages), Internet connectivity and teacher training. The project is scheduled for completion 

in 2024 (Government of Flanders, n.d.[106]; SGI Europe, 2021[107]). Through this and other initiatives, the 

Flemish Community aims to ensure teachers and school leaders gain the necessary ICT skills to support 

test administration, including supporting their students in practising with the test platform and sample 

questions and in accessing feedback reports on an online platform (that was under development at the 

time of writing).  

Research suggests that one of the biggest challenges in moving forward with data literacy in pre-service 

teacher education and continuous professional development programmes is a lack of a common 

understanding of the construct and surrounding terminology, and the actual knowledge and skills involved. 

Even with a clear definition, there is a need to clarify the actual skills involved, which will be essential for 

developing skills-focused pre-service teacher education and continuous professional learning (Henderson 

and Corry, 2021[159]; Mandinach and Gummer, 2016[155]).  

In light also of the fragmented continuous professional learning system in the Flemish Community (OECD, 

2021[4]), the Flemish standardised student assessment reform may benefit from having the Steunpunt and 

other education stakeholders define the concept of data literacy and the specific skills it entails. Such a 

common understanding could be used to inform the development, updating and quality assurance of 

pre-service teacher education programmes and continuous professional learning on data literacy. The 

conceptual framework of data literacy by Mandinach and Gummer (2016[155]) may provide a useful starting 

point for defining the concept and underlying skills (see Table 4).  
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Table 4. Example of a conceptual framework of data literacy – selection of skills 

Identify 

problems/frame 

questions 

Use data Transform data 

into information 

Transform data 

into decisions 

Evaluate outcomes 

• Articulate a problem 

of practice about a 

student/aspect of 

instruction 

• Understand the 

context at the 

student and school 

level 

• Involve other 

stakeholders in the 

process 

• Understand student 

privacy and 

confidentiality 

• Identify possible 

sources of data 

• Understand how to 

generate data 

• Understand 

elements of data 

accuracy, 

appropriateness 

and completeness 

• Find, locate, access 

and retrieve data 

• Manage, organise 

and prioritise data 

• Generate 

hypothetical 

connections to 

instruction 

• Understand how to 

interpret data 

• Understand and use 

data displays and 

representations 

• Articulate 

inferences and 

conclusions 

• Synthesise diverse 

data 

• Determine the next 

instructional steps 

• Monitor student 

performance 

• Diagnose what 

students need 

• Make instructional 

adjustments 

• Understand the 

context for the 

decision 

• Re-examine the 

original question or 

problem 

• Compare 

performance pre- 

and post-decision 

• Monitor changes in 

classroom practices 

• Monitor student 

changes in 

performance 

• Consider the need 

for iterative decision 

cycles 

Source: Mandinach and Gummer (2016[155]), What does it mean for teachers to be data literate: Laying out the skills, knowledge, and 

dispositions, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.07.011.  

Ensuring data literacy skills development in pre-service teacher education 

Teachers and school leaders must be trained to have a strong foundation of data literacy skills, to ensure 

not only an understanding of data collection and statistical techniques but also how that data should be 

used to inform teaching and student learning (Henderson and Corry, 2021[159]). Pre-service teacher 

education programmes should ensure that aspiring teachers are trained in and supported in developing 

data literacy skills. This calls for actively integrating data literacy skills and pedagogy into pre-service 

programmes (Mandinach and Gummer, 2012[164]; Hunter-Thomson, 2022[165]).   

The introduction of the standardised student assessments may provide an opportunity to explore whether 

data literacy skills are sufficiently covered and developed in pre-service teacher education in the Flemish 

Community. In fact, the Flemish Community is arguably well-positioned to ensure adequate integration of 

data literacy in its teacher education programmes. The central role of universities in the reform (through 

the Steunpunt) could support prompt updating of teacher education programmes in these institutions where 

needed, in line with a common understanding of data literacy and underlying skills.     

Emphasising collaborative professional learning in the effective use of data for informing 

teaching 

A recent OECD report (OECD, 2021[4]) on the Flemish continuous professional learning system underlines 

the need for a system-level commitment to strengthen teachers’ continuing professional learning, with the 

potential to build on pockets of excellence within the system. The report pointed to the various Flemish 

and international studies that have identified a range of challenges facing the Flemish teachers’ continuous 

professional learning system (OECD, 2019[121]; Flemish Department of Education and Training, 2021[166]). 

It pointed, among others, to the following key challenges: limited engagement in professional learning and 

the need for enhancing evidence-informed practice, school leadership, collaborative professional learning 

practices within and between schools, and data literacy. These findings were corroborated by the OECD’s 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.07.011
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interviews with stakeholders, with several stakeholders specifically expressing their concerns about 

teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy skills.  

TALIS 2018, for example, shows that teachers in the Flemish Community devote considerably less time to 

their professional learning than their peers in other OECD countries. Also, teacher participation in more 

effective forms of professional learning (e.g. collaborative professional learning, coaching and teacher 

networks, observation visits to other schools, and in their own school) remains limited relative to more 

traditional activities, such as one-off courses or seminars, which are known to be less impactful (OECD, 

2019[121]) (see Figure 14 and Figure 15). But research evidence shows the importance of teachers and 

school leaders engaging in collaborative inquiry to improve their data literacy skills (Piro and Hutchinson, 

2014[167]; Schildkamp and Poortman, 2015[168]). Collaboration is considered an important and valued 

component in the inquiry process, where educators work together to examine data and seek solutions to 

a particular problem (Mandinach and Gummer, 2016[155]; OECD, 2019[121]).  

Figure 14. Types of professional development undertaken by teachers, 2018 

Percentage of lower secondary school teachers who reported having participated in the following professional 

development activities in the 12 months prior to the survey 

 

 

Note: The OECD average refers to the average of the 31 OECD countries and economies that participated in TALIS 2018. 

Source: OECD (2019[121]), TALIS 2018 Results (Volume I): Teachers and School Leaders as Lifelong Learners, Table I.5.7., 

https://doi.org/10.1787/1d0bc92a-en.  
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Courses and/or seminars attended in person

Reading professional literature

Education conferences
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formal arrangement
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Other types of professional development activities

Formal qualification programme

Flemish Community of Belgium OECD average

https://doi.org/10.1787/1d0bc92a-en
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Figure 15. Participation in collaborative working and professional learning by teachers, 2018 

Percentage of secondary school teachers that reported at least once a month to: 

  

Note: The OECD average refers to the average of the 31 OECD countries and economies that participated in TALIS 2018. 

Source: OECD (2020[169]), TALIS 2018 Results (Volume II): Teachers and School Leaders as Valued Professionals, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/19cf08df-en.  

In light of the evidence, the DoET, Steunpunt, PDB and other education stakeholders should (continue to) 

emphasise collaborative professional learning within and between schools to enhance teachers’ and 

school leaders’ data literacy skills. Importantly, the PDB have, in recent years, shifted away from supporting 

individual teachers to supporting entire schools (OECD, 2021[4]). 

Furthermore, while school leaders have an important role to play in setting a school’s culture around 

effective data use, schools’ quality assurance and development processes remain variable and, in many 

cases, underdeveloped (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]). The development of school leaders’ data literacy 

skills and inquisitive mindsets, as well as their skills for developing a collaborative learning culture in their 

schools geared towards the proactive use of data for improving teaching and student learning are, 

therefore, important areas of professional learning for school leaders in the Flemish Community. 

The need for strategic and sustained investment in the professional learning of teachers’ 

and school leaders’ data literacy skills 

Informed in part by a recent OECD report (2021[4]), the DoET is aware of the challenges and opportunities 

of its continuous professional learning system. It has taken several important measures recently, some of 

which directly or indirectly support teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy skills development. As 

described above, the DoET has been implementing a digitalisation project that includes training teachers 

(i.e. Digisprong) and the Steunpunt is developing online courses focusing on the new standardised student 

assessments. The online courses would include support for data literacy (i.e. how to interpret assessment 

results) and data use (i.e. how to guide learning improvement based on assessment results). The 

Steunpunt also plans to collaborate with the PDB on further actions to support school developments 

(Steunpunt, 2022[133]). 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Teach jointly as a team in the same class

Observe other teachers' classes and provide feedback

Engage in joint activities across different classes and
age groups

Participate in collaborative professional learning

Engage in discussions about the learning development
of specific students

Exchange teaching materials with colleagues

Work with other teachers in this school to ensure
common standards in student evaluations

Attend team conferences

Flemish Community of Belgium OECD average

https://doi.org/10.1787/19cf08df-en
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The Flemish government has also allocated a yearly investment of EUR 1.5 million for enhancing data 

literacy skills through the 2023 and 2024 budget of the PDB. However, herein also lies a challenge, given 

that schools receive a relatively limited annual budget for each teacher’s professional learning. In addition, 

a relatively large share of projects funded by the DoET aimed to support professional learning does not 

benefit from recurrent funding and are designed as one-off initiatives, which may be too short to achieve 

or sustain reasonable change for teachers’ learning or school policies (OECD, 2021[4]). Considering the 

professional learning needs of the Flemish education profession and the fragmented continuous 

professional learning system, a more strategic approach and longer term investment in the development 

of data literacy skills of the Flemish education profession would seem warranted.  

The Flemish government is envisioning further reforms to enhance professional learning within the 

education profession. A reform of the programme for policy and practice-oriented research (OBPWO) and 

a reform of the PDB have already been implemented (Flemish Department of Education and Training, 

2021[166]). The PDB have (as mentioned) shifted away from supporting individual teachers to supporting 

entire schools. The reform of the PDB comprises various strands, including supporting teachers’ classroom 

practices (Weyts, 2019[156]). In addition, the Education Policy Note 2019-2024 includes plans to support 

enhanced collaboration across the PDB, as well as a more regular evaluation of their work.  

Apart from striving towards optimal (i.e. cost-effective) use of the limited financial resources available for 

supporting professional learning and school development efforts more broadly, such collaborations allow 

pooling expertise, peer learning and sharing good practices across the different PDB (Roy et al., 2021[170]). 

Therefore, to support the successful implementation of the standardised student assessments, as well as 

other policies, the PDB should continue expanding and deepening the collaborations between them. The 

OECD learnt of several good examples from the past to build on, including the “SNPB”, a cross-network 

partnership of four PDB (2006-15) and the “networks of expertise” (2007-15) (OECD, 2021[4]).  

The 2021 OECD report also offered a number of options for strengthening the continuous professional 

learning system that are vital for supporting the successful implementation of the standardised student 

assessment reform. These include the importance of a co-constructed professional learning strategy for 

the education profession that could inform a broader vision for the teaching profession in the decades to 

come, informing all aspects of teacher policy. This strategy should ensure multi-year funding for 

professional learning and could focus on strengthening teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy skills, 

promote collaborative learning within and across schools, strengthen internal quality assurance processes, 

and should be demand-driven (i.e. based on the learning needs of teachers and school leaders and school 

development priorities). Schools’ internal quality assurance and development processes (e.g. using the 

OK Framework), and the external evaluation by the Inspectorate of Education, provide important means 

for identifying and responding to these needs with the support of the PDB (see Figure 3).  

For its development or co-construction of this strategy, the DoET and education stakeholders may look 

towards the example of the Netherlands, which in 2013 released a comprehensive action plan as a 

response to a range of challenges similar to those of the Flemish Community of Belgium (i.e. equity 

concerns, teacher shortages, limited collaborative working and learning within schools, etc.). The action 

plan, Teacher Agenda 2013-20: The Teacher Makes the Difference, aimed to empower teachers’ capacity 

to respond to these and other challenges, and consisted of seven complementary “action points” (strands 

of work) that cover the stages of the professional lifecycle (i.e. initial teacher education, recruitment, 

professional learning and growth) and emphasise the development of a collaborative learning culture 

(MoECS, 2013[171]). This example could help position the implementation of the assessments as part of a 

wider policy initiative to promote collaborative working and learning with and between schools, and to 

attract, retain and develop a high-quality education profession. Importantly, this action plan was the result 

of a broad stakeholder engagement process involving teachers, school leaders and boards, tertiary 

education institutions, social partners and others, thereby adding to its quality and relevance while gaining 

the support of stakeholders for its successful implementation. 
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Recommendations 

• Continue and further enhance stakeholder engagement and “co-construction” of the reform, with a particular 
emphasis on engaging school leaders at scale. Given school leaders’ important role in continuous professional learning 
and leading educational change for school development, their engagement is critical. They could support raising awareness 
for the tests becoming feedback channels between the schools and the DoET, and, provided they have the capacity, 
facilitating the effective use of the student assessment data for school development. 

The Steunpunt is a good example of stakeholder engagement and co-construction that should be continued, and possibly 
be expanded on as the reform advances from a focus on assessment design into one more focused on the administration, 
analysis, reporting and actual use of the assessments results in schools.   

• The DoET should urgently consider developing and operationalising a comprehensive communication strategy 
that promotes a cohesive and positive narrative around the standardised student assessment reform. Central to 
this is clarifying the main purpose(s) of the test. The limited communication on the reform and the realisation that the 
large-scale pilot (the calibration) of the assessments is scheduled for May 2023 and the first administration a year later 
argue for urgency in the operationalisation of the strategy.  

o The narrative should explain “why” and “how” the assessments – and other policy measures – can support 
the realisation of the overarching goal of improving the quality of education. It should aim to concretise how 
the assessments can be used to improve the quality of education, for example, by focusing on answering questions 
such as “How will the data be used by schools to support student learning?”; “How will the Inspectorate of 
Educationuse these data?”; “How does the test complement and add to already existing student assessments?”. 

To help clarify the rationale (i.e. the “why”) of the reform, part of the communication could highlight the fact that the 
Flemish Community doesn’t have central exams at the end of compulsory education, nor census-based 
standardised student assessments in support of system-level monitoring and improvement efforts at different levels 
of the system, making it an outlier among OECD countries. Further, the adaptive nature of the assessments, 
measurement of learning gains and planned use of contextualised school results are complex issues that should 
be well explained in an easy-to-understand manner. 

o Recognising the equity challenges of the Flemish school system, the overarching reform goal of improving the 
quality of education could be expanded to improving quality and equity in education. The standardised 
student assessments aim to introduce reliable and objective student performance results across all schools in the 
Flemish Community, which would allow identifying and supporting those schools that need it most. 

o The DoET should work with the education profession, PDB, the Inspectorate of Education and other 
partners to develop a coherent narrative that is communicated by all. The DoET and education stakeholders 
should collaborate to ensure consistent messaging; optimise reach; and use multiple media channels based on 
reach, frequency and credibility. 

o The communication strategy should celebrate successes, as these may help raise awareness, support and, 
ultimately, favour the successful implementation of the reform. 

o It will be important to communicate that in the test administration, things may not initially go perfectly, 
noting that this is to be expected, and highlight the importance of seeing possible implementation 
challenges as a “learning experience” from which lessons learnt will be taken forward in subsequent 
rounds of testing, pointing to the process evaluations that are already planned for the piloting and first year(s) of 
implementation. 

o The DoET should develop additional two-way communication channels that create opportunities for a wide 
range of stakeholders, including teachers and students, to provide feedback and comments beyond the 
introduction of the assessments. The DoET should facilitate independent monitoring of the awareness, 
“readiness” and support for the assessments among teachers, school leaders, students and their parents, which 
may inform further targeting of communication. 

• The Steunpunt should – as planned – develop official guidelines that clearly describe the roles, responsibilities 
and expectations of everyone involved in the test administration (i.e. teachers, school leaders, ICT co-ordinators, 
students).  
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Although not urgent, the DoET should consider how to best govern and deliver the standardised student 
assessments in the medium- to longer term. Whether to (in due time) opt for a dedicated autonomous agency or 
establish this within the government structure is to be carefully considered against the possible advantages and 
disadvantages of these options. It also seems vital to build on the expertise available in the Steunpunt. 

Whatever construct is decided upon, it should have strong governance and oversight so that reform objectives are achieved; 
policy and practice align; and risks are identified, shared, monitored and managed across all relevant bodies.  

• Recognising the identified professional learning needs of the Flemish education profession and the fragmented continuous 
professional learning system, a more strategic approach and longer term investment in the development of the data 
literacy skills of the Flemish education profession would seem warranted. It is important to continue investing in the 
development of school leaders’ data literacy skills and inquisitive mindset, as well as their skills for developing a 
collaborative learning culture in their schools geared towards the proactive use of data for quality assurance and 
improvement processes. 
o The Flemish standardised student assessment reform may benefit from having the Steunpunt and other 

education stakeholders define the concept of data literacy and the actual skills involved. Such a common 
understanding of data literacy and skills could be used to inform the development, updating and quality assurance 
of pre-service teacher education programmes and continuous professional learning courses and resources.  

o Professional learning should also focus on supporting teachers in developing, marking and using 
self-developed formative and summative assessments. This could lower the risk of teachers over relying on 
the new standardised assessments and questioning their own skills and priorities when assessing students’ 
learning needs and performance. 

o The DoET, the Steunpunt, PDB and education stakeholders should (continue to) emphasise collaborative 
professional learning within and between schools to enhance teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy 
skills. To support the successful implementation of the standardised student assessments, as well as other 
policies, the PDB should also continue expanding and deepening the collaborations between them. 

o An earlier OECD report recommended the co-construction of a professional learning strategy for the education 
profession that could inform a broader vision for the teaching profession in the decades to come, informing all 
aspects of teacher policy. This strategy should ensure multi-year funding for professional learning and focus 
on strengthening teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy skills, promoting collaborative learning within 
and across schools, and strengthening internal quality assurance and school development processes. The 
support should be demand-driven, i.e. based on the learning needs of teachers and school leaders and school 
development priorities. 
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Building on the strengths and recommendations provided in the previous sections, this concluding section 

of the report discusses the benefits of developing a comprehensive implementation strategy for the Flemish 

standardised student assessment reform. The section concludes by proposing and giving concrete 

guidance for the development of a monitoring, evaluation and research programme to monitor progress in 

implementing the reform, and support reflection and learning for improving policy and practice at all levels 

of the system.  

A comprehensive implementation strategy 

The benefits of developing a comprehensive implementation strategy    

The Flemish standardised student assessment reform is a complex, multi-year exercise. Its success will 

depend on the continued commitment from government and the DoET senior management and strong 

stakeholder engagement. It will also depend on careful planning, monitoring of progress (see below), risk 

management, and timely actions to respond to implementation challenges (OECD, 2020[7]; 2020[129]; 

Viennet and Pont, 2017[9]). The DoET has published a general timeline for the introduction of the 

standardised student assessments (see Table 2) and has put in motion various strands of work. However, 

a detailed implementation strategy that brings these different components and underlying policy actions 

together is lacking.  

Research has shown that with increased complexity in education policy making, policy makers need to 

consider many factors and take appropriate action. Designing and communicating a coherent 

implementation strategy can help guide the complex web of interactions required for a policy to be realised 

in schools (OECD, 2020[8]). Therefore, the DoET should consider developing a comprehensive multi-year 

implementation strategy to help guide the reform and monitor progress against defined objectives and 

milestones. The strategy should describe the key actions to be taken by implementation partners and other 

stakeholders. Again, research evidence shows the importance of developing such a strategy with the 

education profession and other key stakeholders, as it can build consensus, give them a strong sense of 

ownership and strengthen their confidence in the change process (Schleicher, 2018[12]; Viennet and Pont, 

2017[9]). The development of an implementation strategy, as well as other public communications, can be 

understood as an instrument for policy making and communication, trust-building and, ultimately, as a 

means to strengthen the success of the reform (OECD, 2019[172]; Brezzi et al., 2021[173]). 

4. Developing a comprehensive 

implementation strategy for the 

standardised student assessment 

reform 
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In the strategy, it is essential to consider the time, equipment and facilities, and financial resources 

necessary to support the implementation and sustainability of the reform (OECD, 2020[8]). Ensuring 

multi-year funding will be particularly important for supporting teachers’ and school leaders’ development 

of data literacy skills and for strengthening internal quality assurance and school development processes 

(see Section 3), as well as for the proposed monitoring, evaluation and research programme (see below).   

It is also important to recognise the roles and responsibilities different stakeholders, like the PDB, the 

Steunpunt and the Inspectorate of Education, play in the implementation of different policy actions. The 

explicit recognition of these implementation partners and their awareness of each other’s roles and 

responsibilities could benefit the successful implementation of the reform (Viennet and Pont, 2017[9]). 

The fact that large-scale piloting is taking place in May 2023 and the first administration the following year 

argues for urgency in developing the standardised student assessment reform implementation strategy. 

This report has identified several strengths of the design and implementation of the standardised student 

assessment reform that should be maintained and built upon, as well as several areas for improvement for 

which concrete recommendations are offered. These could form the basis for developing a comprehensive 

implementation strategy to guide the reform through the various stages of implementation, with the 

necessary sequencing and timing of policy actions, outputs, milestones and objectives to optimise the 

capacity of all involved and avoid overload and/or partial implementation.  

As mentioned, the monitoring of progress and timely identification of implementation challenges (i.e. risk 

management) is an essential component of an implementation strategy. This section offers concrete 

recommendations for developing a comprehensive monitoring, evaluation and research programme.  

Ensuring ongoing monitoring, evaluation and research to support successful 

implementation of the reform 

The draft decree on the standardised student assessments notes the importance of monitoring and 

evaluating the implementation of the standardised student assessment reform (Flemish Government, 

2023[53]). It states that in 2023 (as part of the calibration), a process evaluation will be carried out on a 

representative sample of schools. The process of the first student assessment administration and feedback 

will be evaluated so that the process of testing and feedback proceeds as well as possible in future years. 

The first assessments will be administered across all Flemish schools in April-May 2024. The evaluation 

will take place immediately afterwards and the lessons learnt will be taken forward in the following 

assessment cycles. An overall evaluation of the effects of the assessments on the reform purposes and 

any other effects is planned at a later stage. This subsection provides recommendations for further 

monitoring, evaluation and research to support the successful implementation of the reform. 

Determining and evaluating the validity of the standardised student assessments 

Experts agree that validity is the most important concept in the field of educational assessment, but there 

is much less consensus as to how validity ought to be defined (Newton and Baird, 2016[174]). The closest 

there is to a consensus definition is arguably provided by the Standards for Educational and Psychological 

Testing, which noted that “validity refers to the degree to which evidence and theory support the 

interpretations of test scores for proposed uses of assessments” (AERA, APA and NCME, 2014, p. 11[65]). 

It is clear from this definition that it will be necessary to validate the assessments for the intended purposes.  

The debate about the definition of validity is partly centred on its scope. Whether it ought to relate only to 

measurement quality and, as such, is a fixed property of a test; or be seen as an overarching evaluative 

concept, addressing the overall defensibility or acceptability of the policy which endorses the use of test 

scores for a particular purpose. The latter definition extends validity to encompass both unintended and 

intended consequences arising from test score use (Newton and Shaw, 2015[175]). Evaluating unintended 

consequences requires consideration of unintended uses of test results that may emerge (see below).   
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It is good practice to publicly report the measurement quality of standardised assessments annually. Such 

transparency may help build confidence, awareness and understanding of the standardised student 

assessment reform and the objectives it has set out to achieve. As planned, the Steunpunt is in a good 

position to undertake and produce such annual test validation reports, having both the necessary expertise 

and access to the data. In addition, confidence in the validation exercises could be built by encouraging 

other experts in educational assessment from the academic and other communities to evaluate the 

measurement quality of the assessments (i.e. external validation of the validity and reliability of the 

assessment). 

Monitoring and evaluating the reform 

Interviews with education stakeholders corroborated earlier findings (Shewbridge and Köster, 2021[5]) that 

education stakeholders in the Flemish Community were generally positive about using the standardised 

assessment data for system-level monitoring. Several stakeholders noted the importance of ensuring that 

the test results do not come to dominate – and narrow the view and discussions of – education quality in 

the Flemish Community. They also noted that the findings should serve the purpose of “learning” and 

supporting development and improvement in policy and practice. The DoET and all other education 

stakeholders seemed to share these views.  

Furthermore, it will be important for the DoET and education stakeholders to reflect on how assessment 

results are going to be interpreted, including the variables that may affect changes over time and the 

interpretation of these data at the system level. Explaining the methodology, rationale and expectations 

ahead of the administration of the assessments may increase support and credibility. Such a discussion 

would help interpret changes in outcomes over time. This is vital as there is a distinction to be drawn 

between students’ performance on a student assessment and their underlying attainment (i.e. what they 

know and/or can do). There are many reasons why performance and attainment might diverge. For 

example, anxiety and student motivation might be influential factors, which may vary between grades or 

over time. Student motivation will be explored in the context of the Flemish standardised student 

assessments by the University of Ghent.  

The “sawtooth effect” (Koretz, 2008[176]; 2017[177]) may also be at play. This effect refers to the possibility 

that improvement in test scores over time is primarily due to successive cohorts becoming better at tackling 

the kinds of tasks that appear in the test, owing to increasing test familiarity. In other words, while rising 

student results represent an improvement in cohort performance, they do not represent an improvement 

in cohort attainment. Often when a testing programme is then reformed, the system-level outcomes drop 

to the levels observed when the last set of assessments were introduced. The sawtooth effect may also 

suggest an apparent improvement in student assessment outcomes in the first two to three years of 

assessments, followed by a levelling off (Cuff, Meadows and Black, 2019[178]). In reality, understanding the 

reasons for performance improvements is extremely complex (Newton, 2020[179]), with some improvements 

driven by constructive realignment and others by the kinds of test preparation strategies that are likely to 

be frowned upon. Any possible unintended consequences need to be monitored and considered in 

interpreting the system-level outcomes.  

In addition, international evidence shows the importance and potential benefits of monitoring the social 

and ethical consequences of the use(s) of the standardised assessments, such as students’ motivation 

and well-being. Currently, such studies are planned to be carried out by the Steunpunt. Funding this 

research and ensuring it covers all the aforementioned topics, particularly in the early years of the reform, 

would inform and support a successful implementation.  

Building on the importance of evaluation of the standardised student assessment reform already noted in 

the draft decree, the DoET should consider establishing a multi-year monitoring, evaluation and research 

programme to monitor progress in implementing the reform, and support reflection and learning for 
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improving policy and practice at all levels. Engagement with a wide range of education stakeholders should 

be continued to shape the monitoring, evaluation and research programme and oversee its 

implementation. The programme should form an integrated part of the implementation strategy.  

More concretely, the monitoring, evaluation and research programme could include studies such as:  

• Monitoring the skills and readiness of the education profession for the introduction of the 

assessments and the use of the data to improve their practice and student learning. A detailed 

examination of teachers’ and school leaders’ data literacy skills could, for example, greatly inform 

further professional learning. 

• Conduct research into student test taking motivation and their well-being, as fluctuations in 

motivation over time may impact on assessment results and the interpretation of changes, in 

particular how they relate to educational standards, i.e. attainment targets.  

• Monitoring of unintended consequences, such as narrowing of the curriculum, test preparation and 

malpractice (see, for example, Meadows and Black (2018[180])). 

• Surveys of public confidence and trust in the assessments. 

• Monitoring of a potential sawtooth effect in assessment results in the early years of administration 

(see, for example, Cuff, Meadows and Black (2019[178])).  

• Analysis of the relationship between assessment results and grades given by teachers, including 

by socio-economic status and other characteristics (e.g. age, gender, disability, etc.) to shine light 

on the reliability of results (see, for example, Lee and Newton (2021[181])). Gaps between test 

results and teacher grades may raise further questions for research, such as the possibility of 

construct under-representation by the test or bias in grading.   

• Alignment research to evaluate the extent of the connection between the assessments, standards 

and teaching practices (Martone and Sireci, 2009[182]). 

• Analysis of the relationship between changes in the Flemish assessment results and those of 

international student assessments to aid interpretation of changes in students’ performance.  

These and other possible studies, several of which could serve as macro-validation of the assessments 

(Newton, 2016[183]), could complement the micro-validation of elements of the assessment process.  

The Steunpunt shared several of its plans for further research, many of which align with these points. One 

of these studies focused on examining the key characteristics of well-performing or effective schools, their 

context and other factors that influence student results. During the visit to the Flemish Community, the 

OECD and Steunpunt researchers explored the idea of incorporating the OK Framework in such a study, 

given its importance as a conceptualisation of “a quality school” in the Flemish context. The deliberate 

pursuit of such key policy/research questions and policy coherence will be vital for facilitating “learning” 

and informing the improvement of policy and practice. In addition, following the examples of countries like 

Ireland and the Netherlands (Dutch Inspectorate of Education, 2022[184]), the DoET and the Inspectorate 

of Education should consider using the monitoring, evaluation and research programme and its findings to 

enrich the Inspectorate of Education’s annual report, the Education Mirror (Dutch Inspectorate of 

Education, 2021[26]).  

In sum, investing in a comprehensive monitoring, evaluation and research programme could have many 

positive outcomes, including the ability to: respond quickly to unintended negative consequences; 

appropriately interpret changes in test results; build public confidence in the reform by demonstrating a 

commitment to evidence-based policy making; and identify and share successes and good practices to 

support learning, as well as those issues that call for policy responses to further empower schools in their 

improvement efforts. 
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Recommendations 

• The DoET should consider developing a comprehensive multi-year implementation strategy to help guide the 
reform and monitor progress. The fact that large-scale piloting of the test is taking place in May 2023 and the first 
administration is scheduled for the following school year argues for urgency in developing the implementation strategy. 
Doing this with the profession and other key education stakeholders could help build consensus and ownership, and 
strengthen confidence in the reform.  

o This report has identified several strengths of the design and implementation of the standardised student 
assessment reform that should be maintained and built upon. It has also identified several areas for improvement 
for which concrete recommendations are offered. The identified strengths and recommendations for 
improvement could form the basis for a comprehensive multi-year implementation strategy, with the 
necessary sequencing and timing of policy actions, outputs and outcomes to optimise the capacity of all involved.  

• The DoET should consider establishing a multi-year monitoring, evaluation and research programme to 

monitor progress in implementing the reform and support reflection and learning for improving policy and 

practice at all levels. The research could focus on:  

o The validity of the assessments: The Steunpunt is – as planned – in an excellent position to produce annual 

test validation reports, having both the necessary expertise and access to the data. That said, confidence in 

the validation exercises would be reinforced by encouraging other experts to evaluate the quality of the 

assessments (i.e. external validation of the validity and reliability of the assessment). 

o The social and ethical consequences of the use(s) of the standardised assessments, including unintended 

consequences, for example, by examining: 

▪ The skills and readiness of the education profession for introducing the assessments and using the data to 

improve their practice and student learning. A detailed examination of teachers’ and school leaders’ data 

literacy skills could, for example, greatly inform further professional learning. 

▪ Students’ motivation for taking the assessments and their well-being, as fluctuations over time may have an 

impact on test results. 

▪ Unintended consequences such as narrowing of the curriculum, test preparation and malpractice. 

▪ The public’s confidence and trust in the assessments. 

▪ Potential “sawtooth effect” in test results in the early years of administration.  

▪ The equity dimension of the standardised student assessments. 

o The DoET and education stakeholders must reflect on how the assessment results are going to be 
interpreted, including the variables that may affect changes over time and the interpretation of these data 
at the system level. Explaining the methodology, rationale and expectations ahead of the administration of the 
assessments may increase support and credibility.  

o The deliberate pursuit of key policy/research questions and considering policy coherence will be vital for 
facilitating “learning” and informing the improvement of policy and practice at all levels of the system.  

• Following the examples of countries like Ireland and the Netherlands, the DoET and the Inspectorate of Education 
could consider using the research programme and its findings to enrich the Inspectorate of Education’s annual 
report, the Education Mirror.   
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Implementing policies: Supporting 
change in education 
This document was prepared by the Implementing Education Policies 

Project team, in close collaboration with the Strategic Education Governance 

Project team at the OECD. 

The OECD project Implementing Policies: Supporting Effective Change in Education offers 

peer-learning and tailored support for countries and jurisdictions to help them achieve success in the 

implementation of their policies and reforms in school education. The tailored support consists of 

three complementary strands of work that target countries’ and jurisdictions’ needs: policy and 

implementation assessment, strategic advice, and implementation seminars. 

For more information 

Contact: Marco Kools, project manager and analyst, marco.kools@oecd.org  

Website: OECD Implementing Education Policies 
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Annex A. Agenda of OECD team visit to the Flemish Community of Belgium 

 

Monday 13 June  
11h00-12h00 DoET officials responsible for the curriculum and 

attainment targets (AHOVOKS)  
13h00-14h00 Team Vlaamse toetsen – Department Education and 

Training (DOV) 
14h00-15h00 Inspectorate of Education 
15h15-16h15 Parent associations (KOOGO) 

 
Tuesday 14 June 

9h00-10h00 Umbrella organisations/PBDs: Catholic schools in Flanders (KOV) 
10h00-11h00 Teacher unions 
11h00-12h00 Umbrella organisations/PBDs: Community schools (GO!) 
13h00-14h00 Umbrella organisations/PBDs: Urban and municipal schools (OVSG) 
15h00-16h00 Meeting with the Cabinet 

 
Wednesday 15 June 

9h00-12h00 Arteveldehogeschool, Gent: Information session on the standardised student 

assessments and discussion groups with teacher students  
14h00-16h00 University centre: Steunpunt Centrale Toetsen in Onderwijs, Gent 

Presentation and interviews with the researchers 

 

Thursday 16 June 
9h00-10h00 DoET officials responsible for communication 

10h00-11h00 DoET officials responsible for professional learning (supporting data 

literacy) 
11h15-12h15 Umbrella organisations/PBDs: Provincial schools (POV) 
13h30-14h30 Teacher unions 
15h00-16h00 Umbrella organisations/PBDs: Small school providers (OKO) 

 

Friday 17 June 
10h00-12h00 Debrief with the DoET and Inspectorate of Education 
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Annex B. Team members  

Dr Michelle Meadows is a Research Fellow at Green Templeton College and Associate Professor in 

Educational Assessment and Course Director for the MSc in Educational Assessment at the Department 

of Education, University of Oxford. Michelle has spent her career working at the intersection between 

research, policy and practice. Prior to joining the university, she was Deputy Chief Regulator and Executive 

Director of Strategy, Risk and Research at Ofqual, where she conducted research to inform England’s 

educational assessment policy.  

Her research evaluates the validity of qualifications and national assessments, including investigations into 

the setting and maintenance of standards over time, moderation, marking, malpractice, and assessment 

design. Prior to working at Ofqual she was Director of the AQA’s Centre for Education Research and Policy. 

Professor Inge de Wolf is a professor in Education Systems at Maastricht University and the Director of 

Education Lab NL. She connects academics, educational practitioners and policy makers to improve 

education through academic research. Her research interests are teachers, school quality and equal 

opportunities in education. Inge also works at the Netherlands Initiative for Education Research, building 

a knowledge infrastructure for education in the Netherlands. Additionally, she contributes to projects for 

the OECD and the World Bank, supporting the improvement of various education systems internationally 

by dealing with targeting factors such as teachers, school development and the use of data. 

Claire Shewbridge has been working as an analyst in the OECD Directorate for Education and Skills for 

over 20 years. She leads the Centre for Educational Research and Innovation’s (CERI) work on new 

professionalism and the future of teaching, which provides a structured methodology for collective future 

thinking and development of preferred scenarios for the future of the teaching profession. She has 

developed policy toolkits for self-assessment by decision makers on their use of evidence and 

peer-learning seminars on strategic education governance. She has worked on education policy reviews, 

with in-depth work in 13 countries, looking at assessment and evaluation and school resourcing, among 

others. She co-ordinated secondary analysis of PISA results in the 2000, 2003 and 2006 surveys. 

Inés Sanguino is working with the Implementing Education Policies at the OECD Directorate for Education 

and Skills. Inés is a project manager and analyst for several tailored policy implementation support projects, 

including with the Flemish Community of Belgium. She previously worked with organisations such as What 

Works for Children in Social Care and Unlocked Graduates. Most of her work has been in research, 

collaborating with various projects at the Junior Researcher Programme, King’s College London and the 

University of Oxford, where she also engaged in tutoring undergraduates. Inés completed a BSc in 

Psychology, and an MPhil in Evidence-Based Social Intervention and Policy Evaluation as a “La Caixa” 

scholar. 

Marco Kools is a project leader and analyst with the OECD Directorate for Education and Skills. He 

currently leads the Implementing Policies: Leading Education Change programme, which consists of a 

complex portfolio of implementation support/technical assistance projects, including in the Flemish 

Community of Belgium, Ireland, Latvia, Moldova, New South Wales (New Zealand) and Spain. He has 

specialised in various areas of education policy, including the effective policy/programme design and 

implementation, assessment and evaluation, and (schools as) learning organisations. 

In September 2021, Marco returned to the OECD after a two-year secondment with UNICEF Laos where 

he served as Education Manager of the Partnership for Strengthening the Education System of Lao PDR 

Project. Before that his work at the OECD was with individual countries such as Latvia, the Netherlands, 

Sweden and Wales, in support of their school development reform efforts.  

Between 2005 and 2012, Marco worked with UNICEF in the Solomon Islands, Laos and at the UNICEF 

Innocenti Research Centre in Italy. Before that he worked in the field of education in the Netherlands, 

where he started his career in 1999 as a secondary school teacher. Marco has written and co-ordinated 
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several publications and academic articles. He holds several degrees, including a PhD in Public 

Administration, an MBA and a BSc in Educational Sciences. 
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