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Parents as Partners in the Dutch Schools
Introduction

Let me first thank you for inviting me to this Italian celebration of the European day of Parents and School. I am very honoured to have this opportunity to share with you what the position is of parents in the Dutch schools.
In this presentation I want to share with you that the connection between schools and the values at home are the reason why the cooperation between parents and school is so very important in the Netherlands. Let me start with a brief overview of my presentation:

· First I want to tell you about the history and background of the Dutch schools.
· The second part is about the current situation. 

· In the third part I want to tell you about our latest project to strengthen the parents.
· Finally I will draw some conclusions

The History

In the nineteenth century the Kingdom of the Netherlands got its first school laws. But not all parents agreed with the state schools that the government wanted. The constitution in 1848 declared the freedom to offer education. It meant that the private schools got the right to offer education, but on there own expenses. In 1920, after a long battle, all school were declared equal, even financially. 

The philosophy of education that was behind this is based on 3 principles:

1. The principle of Sphere Sovereignty

2. The fundamental idea that education in school always includes values

3. The principle of Religious Premises.

1. First about the principle of Sphere Sovereignty. This principle was formulated by the Dutch protestant politician dr. Abraham Kuyper. It means that a community is not merely individuals living together in the same place and a government to regulate this, but these individuals also live in several independent social groups. For example: a family, a church, a state or a business. Also the school is such an independent social junction. The school is not a family, it is not a state and it is not a business. 
Each of these elements has its own characteristics. Reality has many aspects. Not all aspects are of equal importance in all of these social groups. The main aspect of a church is religion, the main aspect of a school is education, and the main aspect of the state is law. But all the other aspects of life must also be taken into account. 

There are of course larger and smaller social groups. And although the groups are independent, and have their own responsibility, all groups have to deal with the other groups and react upon each other. But there is no hierarchy, is not a top down structure. The smaller groups, on the other hand, can form a larger elements together if they wish. They can found an association, a church or a state. In the same way families can together found a school. 

2. The second principle is the theory of Religious Premises. The Dutch philosopher Dr. Herman Dooyeweerd stated that there is no knowledge without religious premises. For example: I believe that God is present. But if anyone says that there is no God, that is also a religious presumption. There is no scientific proof for these statements. And to give a quite different example: I believe that there is something called gravity, because so far all the apples I have seen have fallen down. But is it impossible for my neighbour to believe that tomorrow the apple perhaps will fall upwards? Can you rule this out scientifically?
This lead Dooyeweerd to the conclusion that there is no such thing as neutral knowledge. Yes even stronger stated: everything that we think and do has religious premises. Therefore it is not possible to have neutral institutions or structures. But then also schools are not neutral. Their values, their organisation, their curriculum, their structure, everything has its religious presumptions. 

3. Although the leading aspect of a school is education, the school is not an isolated island in society. What is done in school is not only about learning intellectual knowledge, although this is the leading aspect. It is also about the aspect of values. 
The state can not decide what these values should be. This means that the school has to take into account the values of the parents, who are the main social bearers of the school.

The Current Situation

Up until today the school legislation based on these principles is still pretty much the same. Our constitution still says that it is free to offer education. Every group of people can found there own school, according to there own values or educational principles. Many schools have been founded by parents. The majority of the Dutch schools are even private. They have their own board and are not governed by the state. It looks like this is a good guarantee for the connection of values in school and at home. But this is no longer naturally the case. There are several causes for this. 
1. The increase of religious pluriformity and individuality. Where families share a common view of life, it is simpler to unite on common educational values. But where everyone has his own convictions it is increasingly difficult to commit to joint institutions with shared responsibilities. 

2. Enlargement of the schools. The government has stimulated the combining of schools and boards because of supposed efficiency and effectiveness. The distance to the individual parents has been enlarged because of this.

3. Expansion of state regulations. They said that this regulations where given to improve the quality and the comparability of school and they should be neutral regulations. But, as I stated earlier: there is no such thing as neutrality. Lesser and lesser the parents can make their own choices visible in the school.

Strengthening the Parents
Therefore there is a great need for strengthening the parents. Recently a very good project to do this has started.

The four parent organisations have been assigned a project for three years by the minister of education for a parent helpline. Until now each of parent organisations was separately responsible for questions of parents about education. To many parents didn’t know about this service. Moreover the parent needed strengthening in order to be equal partners of the governing boards and teachers. 
A support point for parents has been set up where parents can come with their questions concerning education. That is possible both telephonically and in writing by means of the Internet site. This service is called 50tien. This is in Dutch the telephone number where the help service can be reached. 

From every parent organisation an coordinator with one or more colleagues works in this project. 

The telephone number of 50tien is open each working day from 10.00 till 15.00, except for the school holidays. The time before and after has been intended for recording of the phone calls and the answering of the e-mails which come in by means of the website. 

Ms Van der Hoeven, our minister of education, opened 50tien on April 15. The period until the holiday was rather busy with telephone calls. 
50tien it is called with the most divergent questions. Top questions are about the problem of teasing, the high costs for parents for education and the impotence of parents if the school does not want to cooperate in the care for the individual child. In the first week of October there was extra attention to 50tien in the week of education in the Netherlands. We hope that many parents will find there way to the help-line if they have questions about schools because then they can become real strong partners for school in the education of their children.

The School belongs to the Parents

There is a tension in the Dutch school system. The system still has some characteristics of the old principles that I explained in the beginning. On the other hand the government has given more and more regulations and has limited the possibilities for parents to choose what is right for their children. The only solution to this problem is to strengthen the parents to be partners of the school. And this is not only important for parents. It is also important, perhaps even more, for the whole society. The Children are our common future! 
More and more we have to realize that values, taught at home and in school are vital for society. We can not rule out these values. Even the state can not do without! The main aspect of the state is of course not religion, it is not a church. But separation of state and church doesn’t mean that a state can rule out values. The state is never neutral. Therefore: Lets teach our children the important values in life. 

And who can help society and particularly schools more with this than parents. We love our children. We want to have the best for them. And we know them best, because we know them with our hearts.
Finally the most important thing is to realize that the government has to provide good laws and regulations, but in the end education is the education of our children for the benefit of us all. Therefore lets keep on celebrating this day of parents and schools, because strengthening the parents is strengthening the whole society.
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