Is the non-Christian educational flood coming in through the dikes? 

Report on Christian education in the Netherlands in 2006
In the Netherlands we have a great tradition in Christian Education. As you probably all know since the nineteenth century we have freedom of education in our constitution. Christians, especially parents from the reformed churches and priests from the catholic church have fought a long battle over this issue. On and on voices came up in the Dutch society abolish this law, but up until now all people in the Netherlands can send their children to the school they like, be it a public school, a religious school or another kind of special school, without paying extra. All schools in the Netherlands are in principle funded by the government. There are even still possibilities for new schools to be founded. Recently Hindu, Muslim but also evangelical groups made use of this possibility.
The possibility of founding a school for your own Christian community is also a challenge to develop your own school-identity. If you want a Christian school for your children you have to show why this is necessary, why you don’t want your children to be educated in a public school and what the difference is between a public school and a Christian school. Of course there are quite a lot regulations that Dutch schools have to obey in order to be recognized and paid by the government. The most striking regulations are the descriptions of the knowledge that students must have in order to pass the national exams. And there used to be a lot of rules on how to spend the money that the government gave to the schools. But starting from September 2006 the Dutch government will start with lump sum financing of the school. This is for many schools a great opportunity to develop even more than before their own school concept. 

But having made this positive conclusion about the opportunities in Dutch Christian education, I must admit that it seems to me that most Christian schools don’t see these opportunities. 
Perhaps surprisingly Christian schools in the Netherlands never felt the need for developing their own Christian school concept. In the past the Dutch society used to be a Christian society. The disagreement about schools in the Netherlands was not about pedagogy or school concept, but about theology. Pedagogy or school concept was considered to be neutral. The Christian virtues that the school had to develop were not a point of discussion. So for a long time Christian schools didn’t feel the need for developing their own school concept. Christian schools were simply just like all the other schools except for the theological differences in religious education and some behaviour of a specific group (such as skirts for girls). The fact that the board of directors and all the staff were Christians was guarantee enough to make the school a Christian school. Perhaps they could ask themselves why they still want to be a Christian school. And perhaps they could ask themselves what it means to be a Christian school. But they didn’t. 
Most teachers don’t have the capacity and don’t feel the need to deal with these questions frequently. They are just trying to do their job. They try to do it as good Christians and the like to be inspired by the bible or general Christian themes. But all the rest of the Christian identity is taken for granted. What can be Christian in teaching mathematics? It only helps to a certain point in advertising good quality. Christian schools in the Netherlands have on average a very good reputation. They Christian atmosphere of respect and personal attention, combined with some discipline is attractive to many parent, not only Christian parents. So being a Christian schools helps in the competition with other schools.

Perhaps the school leaders should ask these questions. But most leaders tend to see themselves more and more as managers: delivering the product of education in an efficient and effective way to their consumers, the students and their parents. This economic approach to education doesn’t help in a reflective attitude towards basic questions on Christian education. The lump sum financing of the schools means to them that they have to become even more professional managers.

Feeling safe within the own Christian group and not connecting professional behaviour with the schools Christian identity seems to have kept Dutch Christian schools in the leading position. The majority of Dutch children go to religious schools. The historical reason still stands for some schools. But Christianity is not leading the Dutch culture anymore. The main stream still thinks that a school should be a neutral scientifically based practice. Religion is just something extra, like a hobby. But there is a strong voice in Dutch society that sees religion as a threat to peaceful public life. Religion should be banned from all public life, including schools. And children should not be separated along the lines of their religions, but be educated together in the liberal-individualistic mainstream of our society (this is what is called neutral). 
I see it a challenge to Dutch education in the coming years to leave behind all the general, so called neutral, theories, look in a critical manner to what can be used or not by Christians and perhaps whether they have to develop their own school concept, in scientific theory and in practice. 

The Vrije Universiteit recently has taken up this discussion about their Christian identity for the University and Windesheim Bachelors department in Zwolle. For a long time this was not a subject for discussion since many scientist considered the question of Christian identity of the Vrije Universiteit a question of the past or of people who want to restore the rigid dusty past. Many people now hesitate to call the Vrije Universiteit still a Christian University, since there are many people employed that would not call themselves Christians in the traditional sense. It is still a difficult question, but looking for a Christian answer for academic schooling today is certainly worth looking for.
The protestant parents association Ouders & Coo also has taken up this challenge. Where single schools or single teachers don’t have the means or the opportunity to discuss Christian school concepts for their own schools, they should be able to find this elsewhere. Therefore Ouders & Coo wants to start a Christian Burn-in Centre for Christian educators. Perhaps parents and teachers feel themselves in a burn-out situation. They don’t feel the fire of the gospel burning in their educational practice. A Burn-in Centre could help them to relight this fire. And if necessary the Centre can do research on how to develop a Christian school in the Netherlands.

