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È la storia di tutti?

la situazione in Olanda,

una storia senza fine …

by Huub Kurstjens (Cito)

First of all I would like to thank Antonio Brusa and Luigi Cajani for giving me the opportunity to tell something on this congress about the educational situation in the Netherlands in general and on history in particular. Beforehand I would like to apologize for my Italian pronunciation. I am still learning some Italian, but I am afraid that this means lifelong learning and you are in a way the victim of that process …

I would like to introduce my lecture by describing briefly the current political, cultural and educational situation in the Netherlands. After that, I will tell something about the general structure of the Dutch educational system and about the role of my institute (Cito) in the system of central examination in particular. Then I would like to tell something about the position of the subject history in the Dutch school system and the debate on history during the time that it is part of the system of central examination. And finally I will tell something about the recent developments and the near future.

1) Introduction

After the assassination of two famous Dutch people (Pim Fortuyn, a successful, charismatic politician, shot down on May 6th 2002, and Theo van Gogh a famous, provoking film maker, assassinated by a Dutch Muslim on November 2nd 2004), the debate of what role history should play in the Netherlands aroused. Should not everybody know something about the roots of our country i.e. Dutch history, also immigrants? Is history not a subject to connect people more in order to understand our roots and the position of citizens in the current society? Because of that, the Dutch minister of Education and Culture of the Netherlands decided recently to ask professor Van Oostrom to be the head of a canon-commission. They should work out a Dutch canon for primary and secondary education (4-18 years) in an international comparative perspective. The aim should be ‘a shared historical knowledge and, besides that, also a broad cultural and social knowledge about the Netherlands in an international, but primarily European context, with positive as well as negative aspects of our history.’ The minister is convinced that ‘once young people in the Netherlands share the knowledge of at least the core of the canon, it will benefit the cultivation of citizenship and integration.’ Before the first of September 2006, the canon-commission should present their results.)

How did it come that far? For that, it is necessary to have a look at the educational system in the Netherlands and the history of history education in particular. 

2) the general structure of the Dutch educational system
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Primary education in the Netherlands goes from age 4 to 12. Then pupils are streamed in lower secondary education preparing to go to pre-university education (VWO: until 18 years; roughly comparable with the Italian Liceo), senior general secondary education (HAVO: until 17 years; also comparable with Liceo, but a little bit lower) and finally pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO: until 16 years; roughly comparable with Istruzione Professionale).

The division op pupils in secondary education is roughly as follows:

. 60% of the pupils of secondary education are positioned in pre-vocational secondary education (vmbo)

. 25% in senior general secondary education (havo)

. 15 % in pre-university education (vwo)

3) Cito

For every level, there are school leaving tests, made by Cito (Istituto Nazionale Olandese per l’Ideazone e lo Svilupo di Test Scolastici). The results of these tests counts for 50% for the final mark of every subject. When you pass the exam you get a diploma and with that diploma you can get access to higher education. What role exactly plays my institute in the national and international educational field? I will briefly tell something about the tasks and the main activities of Cito and what part it plays in the field of international testing and consultancy services.

First something about the tasks of the institute.

. we develop instruments for objective evaluation of students’ achievement

. we contribute to the implementation of the national educational innovation policy

. and we expand knowledge and understanding of educational assessment through research

Our main activities consists of:

. summative assessment of performance of individual students, following the pupils throughout the whole school career

. formative assessment to support the educational process

. evaluation of the output of educational systems

. provision of training programs

We also play an important role in international testing and consulting services, like:

. giving technical assistance to programs for educational reform

. giving consultancies in international seminars and workshops (like this one for instance)

. we have some very interesting international sale products applicable also for international use

. and for OECD (the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) we organise together with other international organisations the Programme for International Student Assessment (better known as the PISA-project)

My task at Cito: the production, organization and administration of history as a subject for nationwide school-leaving examinations on the level of vocational education: vmbo (16 years)

4) history as a subject: compulsory or not?
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slide 2-III History compulsory 15 years (in Europe)

As you can see on this slide, in almost every country in Europe the subject history is compulsory until 15 years of age. There are only three exceptions: Iceland, Great-Britain and the Netherlands. As I told before, 60% of the pupils in the Netherlands are situated in VMBO (pre-vocational education). The subject history or elements of history integrated in a combined learning area of different subjects like ‘Men and Society’ in this form of education is compulsory until 14 years of age. The situation at the end of secondary education, when pupils undergo central exams, is even worse, as the next slide will show.

(source Euroclio)

5) history as exam: not compulsory!

As you can see, as a result of the not-compulsory status of history in secondary education, the percentage that undergoes history as a subject that is examined in the final class, is rather low. For vmbo, only 13% undergoes a history-exam (on the age of 16), for havo this percentage is 73% (on the age of 17) and for vwo this percentage is 57% (on the age of 18). In general 28% of all the pupils in the final class of secondary education in the Netherlands undergo a history-exam. Nevertheless, the final exam is very important, also for history. So, let’s have a look to the development and changes of the subject history as an examination subject. This can tell us a lot of the content and the approach of our subject.

6) History of the central examination of history

(1)

Until 1982, there was no central examination for history. The subject as such was too much part of debate as a result of denominational segregation (roman-Catholics, protestants, socialists and liberals: all had there own interests, organizations, schools, etc. but also their own view of history; una società fondata su/come quatro pilastri). The identity of all separate groups was guaranteed by this system. Until today, you can see the results of this system reflected in the broadcast system, newspapers, schools, political parties etc., but slowly eroded and finally, now, in our days, more or less evaporated. Meanwhile, the groups without a religion and the Muslims were rising, but did not play an important role in the division of power and interests yet.

(2)

From 1982 until now, the national examination system in the Netherlands consists of two parts: one part is made and marked by teachers of the schools themselves and in the final mark it counts for 50%. The other, national part (also 50%) is organized and made by Cito (CSE = Written Central Exam), with the help of some expert teachers and marked by all teachers in the schools themselves in accordance with prescribed guidelines and afterwards marked ones again by teachers of another school.

If pupils choose for history as a subject in the final class, then an exam for history is compulsory. At first, this exam was based on knowledge around key words (no description of content, no research questions). Every exam consists of two topics that will last for two years. Every year one of the two topics will change.

(3)

From the beginning this system was much criticized by teachers as well as by professors. The criticism was focussed on three points:

- the topics of the history exams were reduced to 20th century history only and were focussed merely on political and traditional topics (‘white, male, western history’)

- besides that, they were too reproductive: it was only about testing knowledge.

- and finally, the use of (primary) sources and work materials was of inferior quality: assessment of skills were hardly practised

(4)

The response to this type of history examination was quite clear, but maybe also time-bound of the nineties:
- It should be made possible to assess also other, non-traditional topics and approaches. As a result, in 1990 a topic was assessed in our national exam were pupils should make a comparison between the history of women in the Netherlands and the U.S. in the 20th century based on research questions.

- At the same time it was made possible by the Ministry of Education to assess also topics from periods before the 20th century (for instance in 1995 one of the two assessed topics was ‘The Dutch Revolt (1555-1588)’; or in1998, when there was a medieval topic: ‘Europe and the world outside Europe (1150-1350)’).

(5)

History teachers and the History Teachers Association of the Netherlands (VGN) in 1994 gradually started, with support of the Ministry of Education, a structural innovation of the history examination system, leading to:

1) a detailed description of the content based on knowledge and based on research questions.

2) the introduction of skills used in combination with sources.

skills like:

. source and research questions (centred around reliability, representativiness and usefulness of sources)

. fact and objectivity

. causes and effects

. continuity and change

. empathy, perspectivity and position taking

. interpretation

7) recent developments

(1)

On this new approach again there was criticism. The choice of the topics were arbitrary: why should a pupil specialise himself in a somewhat exotic topic one year while another pupil a year later should do exam in another, maybe also exotic topic?! Besides that, a lot of knowledge being part of the topics is irrelevant and not useful at all. Very fundamental was the criticism about a growing lack of overall knowledge / chronological order. Slowly it became clear that after emphasizing the thematic approach, a common frame of reference slowly disappeared. The comment from more and more people, not only historians but also a lot of civilians, was going the direction that history was reduced to leisure interests of some historians and that the history exams were reduced to tricks with sources.

(2)

As a result of that, the Minister of Education decided four years ago to set up a committee of historians out of the educational and academic world to make a new history framework for every pupil in every level. This committee produced a general framework with more emphasis on chronological overview and that is characterized by a longitudinal and concentric approach based on 10 different periods characterized by icons.

The knowledge of these periods is based on superficial orientation (not on specific details). The only way that these periods make a lasting impression is, according again to the committee, repetition of this framework time after time again (first in primary education, then in basic education and finally in higher secondary education) and in each cycle more profound. The pupils will remember the framework better when a lot of images will be used. Associations on and building upon images in this approach is, again according to the committee, didactically more profound than using primary sources. This approach should lead to more historical consciousness (‘to witness and interpret the reality in a more responsible way’)

(3)

The 10 different periods characterized by icons are:

1) the time of hunters and farmers (-3000 B.C.)
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2) the time of Greeks and Romans (3000 B.C. – 500 A.D.)
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3) the time of monks and knights (500-1000)
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4) the time of cities and states (1000-1500)
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5) the time of governors and monarchs (1500-1600)
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6) the time of discoverers and reformers (1600-1700)
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7) the time of wigs and revolutions (1700-1800)
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8) the time of citizens and steam-engines (1800-1900)
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9) the time of world-wars (1900-1950)
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10) the time of television and computer (ever since 1950)
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(4)

Again there was criticism on this proposal, especially from Cito. If there is less factual knowledge and less use of primary sources; then the problem will be if it still possible to make reliable and valid exams again if they are based on associations with images. Besides that, what kind of foreknowledge (‘implicit canon’) can we assume? Is there not a danger of emphasizing more national than international history, because the approach, the periods and the application will above all be Dutch?! 

(5)

What exactly means ‘historical consciousness’ in this approach and how should we use and implement it: for gaining a (Dutch) identity?! And if so, how should this be assessed? Does the canon really lead to more ‘historical consciousness’ and critical thinking? The 10 different periods are arbitrary and very different from all other international approaches. Moreover, there is a serious danger that this approach can lead to more stereotyping, white-man’s-history and euro centric history.

8) the near future and open ends

The Minister decided a year ago that there should be a pilot exam in the year 2006, the first experimental canon-exam, starting with havo (istruzione secondaria superiore generale). Meanwhile, she decide that the canon is not only useful for history, but also for subjects like art, the Dutch language and literature, geography, etc.. For that reason, she decided on the first of September to set up again a committee (it seems to be a Dutch disease to overcome problems, it is part of what we call the ‘poldermodel’). They should finish and present their canon-report on the first of September next year. Although the Dutch National Advisory Council for Education advised that the canon should be compulsory for everyone, including vocational education, it is not clear yet if this really will happen. One of the reasons for setting up this new committee is to research whether or not it is possible with a canon to share the knowledge of at least the core of the canon, so that it will benefit, according the minister, the cultivation of citizenship and integration. Therefore the canon is not only a problem of historians, it is a problem of society as a whole. And the question will be if it can contribute to mutual understanding in a multi-cultural society or not.

9) The open question for the future is:

(1)

Is the latest approach for history education the way to bring the goal (‘la storia è di tutti’) nearby

or:

is the conclusion in the end that this approach will not bring ‘the cultivation of citizenship and integration’ as the minister would like it to be

(2)

or:

in other words: ‘è la storia di tutti’?!

I would like to thank you for your attention. For those who are interested in Cito as an organisation, I have some materials in Italian and English language with me. Please, feel free to take some of those materials and ask me whatever you want.
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