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Good education by collaborating:
Use that complementarity!

Inaugural lecture given upon the public acceptance of the appointment as
Professor of Economics of Education at the School of Business and Economics,
Maastricht University.
Maastricht, May 20, 2021
Trudie Schils

Highly esteemed Rector,
dear colleagues and others,
dear family and friends,

A changed demand for skills
Education has a central role in our society. It fosters economic
development and growth. It contributes to a healthy population. Good
education provides children and students of all ages with the skills and
knowledge they need for their further development. The demand for these
skills has changed over time, for example, because of technological
developments. Computers and robots mainly take over routine tasks that
people perform at work. This leads to cheaper and higher quality products,
as the computers are more precise and produce with fewer errors than
human beings1. Recent developments show that also non-routine tasks are
taken over by technology, mostly because of the availability of large
datasets and the use of artificial intelligence2.
While these developments cause certain tasks at work to disappear, they
also lead to the introduction of new tasks. These are tasks that call for
human perception, creativity or social skills3. Colleagues Didier Fouarge, Jim
Allen, Barbara Belfi and Lex Borghans show in various studies that there is a
growth in the number of jobs that require problem-solving and digital skills4.
Digital skills include programming and the analysis of large-scale datasets,
but also using technology to communicate, which has shown to be of high
relevance due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Research shows that also other types of skills are important for later life
success. International colleagues Marion Spengler, Rodica Damian and
Brent Roberts show that, among others, responsible behaviour and interest
in school are important predictors of labour market success, next to
cognitive skills (e.g., reading and math), intelligence, socio-economic
status and personality5. Among personality traits, especially openness to
experience and conscientiousness are often mentioned6. People who
score higher on openness to experience show to be more creative,
intellectually curious and interested in new experiences and ideas.
Conscientiousness relates to being organised, disciplined and hardworking,

1

but also to showing responsibility for one’s own actions and behaviour.
Emotional stability is also an important personality trait. Research shows that
people who are more emotionally stable show more positive coping
strategies when confronted with sudden challenges, such as the recent
COVID-19 pandemic7.
This insight in the changing demand for certain types of skills has important
implications for education. Good education provides students with a broad
set of skills and knowledge, that enable them to get a good job and live a
healthy and happy life. Recently, there has been a lot of attention for the
quality of Dutch education. On the one hand, concerns have been raised
about the learning and development losses due to the measures taken
because of the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., school closures and social
distancing). On the other hand, evidence shows more general skill
shortages among students, e.g., in the domain of language and reading,
but also in the domain of self-regulation, critical thinking, collaboration and
dealing with emotions or uncertainty. With a given amount of time that
students can spend at school, choices must be made with respect to the
offered curriculum. To facilitate this decision-making, knowledge and
insight is needed about the importance of the various skills for school and
later life outcomes, but also on how to assess and develop these skills in
education.
In my opinion, for acquiring this knowledge and insights, four ingredients are
crucial:
1. Understanding of the theories that explain the role and development of
skills.
2. Use of proper data and empirical methods to study relevant relations.
3. Multidisciplinary approach where the role and development of skills are
studied from various scientific disciplines.
4. Collaboration between educational research and practice.
By using the complementarity of these four ingredients, as well as the
complementary perspectives within these ingredients, thorough
knowledge and insights are developed about further improvement of the
relevant skills among students. This is central in the approach that I take in
the research in my chair “Economics of Education”.
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I distinguish between four research domains:
1. The relevance of different skills in education.
2. Differences in skills between groups of students.
3. The assessment of various skills in education.
4. The development of relevant skills in education.
I will briefly give examples to describe these four research domains.

The relevance of different skills in education
The first research domain I will contribute to in the coming years is research
on what skills are most relevant in education, i.e., the relation between
various skills and educational outcomes in the short and the long run. In
general, we can distinguish between three types of skills:
 Cognitive skills such as reading, writing, math, but also problem-solving
and digital skills.
 Interpersonal
skills
such
as
collaboration,
communication,
presentation, leadership, and empathy.
 Intrapersonal skills, such as the ability to reflect on one’s own behaviour,
take responsibility, adapt to new situations, have realistic expectations,
and make choices.
The last two groups of skills are often taken together as social-emotional
skills.
Research shows that not only cognitive skills are important for learning and
educational outcomes, but that social-emotional skills also play an
important role. An common instrument used in education to assess how
students are performing is the achievement test. To perform well on such a
test, more is needed than sufficient knowledge about the subject tested. In
the past years, a great deal of research has been done to analyse what
additional factors play a role. Studies point to the relevance of motivation,
personality, curiosity or self-control8.
Together with Lex Borghans, I analysed patterns in students’ achievement
test scores9. We observed that students performed better at the start of a
test, than at the end of the test (see Figure 1). In other words, the probability
that a question was answered correctly was lower the later the question
was asked in the test. A logical explanation would be that the test questions
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become more difficult towards the end of the test, yet this was not the case
for the tests we used for the research. The various test questions are offered
to students in a different order. Where student A has a given question as a
second question, student B has this question as the sixteenth question. The
different versions of the test are randomly assigned to students. This means
that the decline in test performance is not being caused by more difficult
questions. But what factors do relate to this decline in test performance?
Figure 1: Test performance during a test

This figure shows the coefficients of a probit-model for the correct answer on a question,
given the position and difficulty of the question. The question with mean difficulty is taken
as a reference. Data used are PISA (2006). For more information see Borghans & Schils
(2018)9.

To analyse this, we combined test scores with student characteristics,
including information about students’ personality. We find that
performance at the start of the test is mostly related to cognitive skills and
the personality trait openness to experience. The performance decline is
related to other factors, mostly conscientiousness, agreeableness and
need for achievement. Students who are more conscientious, more
agreeable or have a higher need for achievement show a lower
performance decline compared to students who score lower on these
traits. It is important to understand which factors play a role, as it determines
the intervention that is needed to foster students’ performance. Low
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performance that is the result of a shortage of knowledge calls for a
different approach than low performance that is the result of certain socialemotional skills.
In the search for a suitable approach for low student performance it is also
important to study longer term relations between skills and outcomes. It can
reveal important early indicators of undesirable outcomes. School dropout,
for example, is such an undesirable outcome. Students who drop out of
school without a diploma, generally experience large difficulties in finding
or keeping a job10. They also have a higher risk of ending up in crime or
having an unhealthy life style11. Colleague Mark Levels, among others,
shows that next to students’ socioeconomic background, aspects such as
low resilience or low and unrealistic expectations are important predictors
of school dropout12.
In a study together with Ron Diris and stakeholders from municipalities,
secondary and medium vocational education, we further investigated
early indicators for school dropout13. We looked back in time for students
who dropped out of school at the end of secondary school or in the first
years of medium vocational education and for those who did not do so.
When we look at cognitive school performance of the two groups at the
end of primary school (grade 6), we find that the dropouts show higher
performance in language and calculation compared to the non-dropouts
(see Figure 2). In particularly, scores on the calculation test are higher for
the dropouts. At the IQ-test, both groups perform equally. When we look at
test scores three years later, when students are in secondary school (grade
9), we observe much worse performance of the later dropouts. Test scores
in calculation are now comparable to those of the non-dropouts, but
language test scores are much worse.
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Figure 2: Cognitive school performance in primary and secondary school of early
school dropouts compared to non-dropouts

This figure shows the difference in test scores between the students that at a later point in
time drop out without a qualification and those who do not drop out. Differences are
denoted in standard deviations. Data stem from the OnderwijsMonitor Limburg (2009-2016),
supplemented with register data from municipalities. For more information see Diris & Schils
(2017)13.

Next to test scores, we also looked at personality traits of both groups of
students. At the end of primary school, we already see that both groups
have different (average) personalities (see Figure 3). Students in the
dropout group show lower scores on conscientiousness, agreeableness,
emotional stability, and perseverance at the end of primary school. They
score a bit higher on openness to experience and need for achievement.
When we look at the same traits in grade 9 of secondary school, the group
dropouts show even lower conscientiousness and perseverance. Moreover,
they now score lower on need for achievement in comparison with the
other students. Earlier we already saw the importance of conscientiousness
as a predictor for later life outcomes. Interesting is that the dropouts now
score higher on emotional stability compared to the other students.
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Figure 3: Personality traits of dropouts and non-dropouts in primary and secondary
school

This figure shows the difference in personality traits between the students that at a later point
in time drop out without a qualification and those who do not drop out. Differences are
denoted in standard deviations. Data stem from the OnderwijsMonitor Limburg (2009-2016),
supplemented with register data from municipalities. For more information see Diris & Schils
(2017)13.

The results lead to some important and unanswered questions that call for
further research. What causes the drop in cognitive test scores and in some
personality traits of the students in the dropout group? What does the higher
emotional stability in grade 9 mean? Trait interactions are also of
importance to study. Together with Caroline Wehner I show that higher
conscientiousness can mitigate some of the negative effects of low
emotional stability among low achievers in education14.
This research shows that there is still a lot to learn, but it also shows that if you
would only look at cognitive skills at the end of primary school, the risk group
for dropout would not necessarily be identified. It is important to understand
such longer term relations and learn what students need in various phases
of their development. This facilitates decision-making in what to offer in
school and supports the early identification of groups at risk. This brings me
at the second research domain that I am interested in: research about
differences between groups of students.
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Differences in skills between groups of students
A lot of attention is being paid to inequalities in education, both among
researchers and educational policymakers. In the Netherlands, part of this
debate centers around the transition from primary to secondary school,
when the tracking takes place. Research shows that students’
socioeconomic background plays a large role both in the tracking decision
and the development in the first years of secondary school. Students from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds that have equal cognitive skills
compared to students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, receive a
lower track recommendation, are more likely to be placed in a lower track
when entering secondary school, and show higher downward mobility
rates in the first years of secondary school15.
Inequality in education is a complex problem, with many factors being
relevant. Research shows that social-emotional skills such as the ability of
self-regulation, motivation or self-concept of students are important
determinants for the tracking recommendation or students’ development
in secondary school16. In this phase of their lives, the young adolescents also
experience major physical and social-emotional developments. They grow
faster and enter puberty, which makes some students feel less confident,
while others gain more confidence. They strive for more independence and
are searching for their own identities. In doing so, they re-calibrate their
relationships with adults, behave rebellious, but at the time show
dependence, vulnerability, and sensitivity to criticism. These developments
also affect their school performance17. Other studies point to the
importance of the influence of relationships that students have, with friends,
schoolmates, teachers and family18. In a study with Franziska Schwabe and
Roxanne Korthals, I show, for example, that having good relationships with
teachers contributes to the self-concept of students in the first years of
secondary school19. Bart Golsteyn and colleagues show that the personality
of peers affects students’ performance in higher education20.
Expectations are also of relevance for student performance. Together with
students Liza Gordin and Elke Claes I analysed expectations of students in
grade 9 of two pre-higher education tracks21. We distinguished between
students whose parents completed higher education, and students whose
parents did not do so (i.e, prospective first generation students). When we
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look at the mean test scores of these two groups of students, we find that
they perform equally (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Cognitive school performance of students in grade 9 of pre-higher
education tracks, in relation to their parents’ education level

This figure shows the difference in test scores between students in the pre-higher education
tracks whose parents have completed higher education and whose parents have not done
so. The blocks are the total of the mean plus the 95%-confidence-intervals on both sides.
The vertical axis shows the predicted mean test scores after a linear regression of parental
education on test scores. Tests were equal for both tracks and all schools and developed
for cohort studies (including questions from PISA, COOL). Data stem from the
OnderwijsMonitor Limburg (2014-2016).

When we ask both students and parents about their expectations for
getting a higher education diploma, we observe some interesting
differences. Students have relatively high expectations and we do not
observe a difference between the two groups (see Figure 5). Parents in
both groups generally have lower expectations, but more interestingly we
observe a significant difference between the two groups. Parents without
a higher education diploma have lower expectations compared to
parents that completed higher education, even though the children of
both groups performed equally on cognitive tests. This explorative study
raises many questions. What is behind these differences? Some studies point
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to the relevance of acquiring and digesting information or dealing with
uncertainty22. What can be done to enhance the situation? In the coming
years I will, together with Bart Golsteyn and Giulia Piccillo, supervise Brian
Korthout in his PhD. research on this topic.
Figure 5: Future expectations of students (and their parents) in pre-higher education
tracks in relation to their parents’ education level

This figure shows the difference in expectations to get a diploma of higher education
between students/parents in the pre-higher education tracks whose parents have
completed higher education and whose parents have not done so. The blocks are the total
of the mean plus the 95%-confidence-intervals on both sides. The vertical axis shows the
predicted probability of students/parents to get a higher education diploma. In the prehigher vocational education students/parents are asked for the likelihood of a diploma of
higher vocational education or higher. In the pre-academic track students/parents are
asked for the likelihood of an academic degree. Data stem from the OnderwijsMonitor
Limburg (2014-2016).

Understanding the reasons for differences in educational performance
between groups is crucial for the identification of risk groups, for the
development of interventions in support of their learning, and for the
reduction of inequalities in education. It is important to look beyond
differences in cognitive performance, i.e., analyse differences in socialemotional skills and relevant interactions between different types of skills.
Another important aspect is knowledge on how to assess the different skills.
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This characterises the third research domain I am interested in: research
about the assessment of various skills.

The assessment of various skills in education
Tests are the most commonly used instrument in education to assess
whether students know what they should know, and which students underor overperform. Different types of tests are used. Teachers regularly use their
own tests, to see whether students understood what they taught in class. In
this way, only students within the same class can be compared to each
other. In addition, the methods used in class often come with specific
assessments, and the performance of students from different classes or
schools that use the same method, can be compared.
Next to these more specific tests, more general standardised tests are used.
These are developed outside the school by test institutes and are the same
for all schools. These tests are generally used to see how students on
average perform on a given subject, such as language or math, and signal
whether students’ performance is in line with the goals set for education.
Standardised tests allow a comparison with a national average, also over
time. Moreover, they facilitate the comparison between schools and
provide information about the quality of education23.
The systematic use of standardised tests in education, i.e., using tests that
are explicitly developed for the given age and level of the student, enables
the analysis of students’ performance over time, and an assessment of
whether a student performs in accordance with what was expected. It also
enables a comparison between subjects. Based on these analyses,
teachers can decide what additional support students need in their
learning development. In what direction should the student develop and
what is the level he should reach? What is needed to support his
development? Recent practice in education shows that teachers answer
these questions more often together with students. This formative
evaluation of a student’s learning development provides both teachers
and students with insight into the student’s learning process and not only
into the results. Together with Sylvia Heeneman I supervise Lars Goertzen, a
primary school teacher who implements and analyses formative evaluation
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in grade 5 as part of his PhD. Jointly with other teachers he develops an
approach for formative evaluation that fits this specific age group of
students24.
Involving students in the evaluation of their own learning process fits the
development of self-regulation in education, which is frequently mentioned
as being an important skill for positive learning outcomes. Self-regulation
refers to the ability of regulating and steering one’s own behaviour, such as
setting achievable goals and having realistic expectations. It is also about
adapting to changed situations and dealing with uncertainty or negative
experiences. Colleague Anique de Bruin shows that self-regulation is an
important factor in the development of students in higher education25.
Other studies reveal that also among younger students fostering selfregulated learning contributes to better school performance and higher
motivation of students26.
Thinking back about my own school reports in primary school, teachers
often commented on these aspects on my report cards. I see comments as
“Trudie really tries her best”, but also “Trudie should concentrate a bit more
and work at a slower pace”. These were just remarks, no formal
assessments. When I now look at the report cards that my nephew Kaja
received when he was in primary school, I see that specific skills are listed,
e.g., collaboration, taking responsibility, dealing with emotions, selfconfidence, and getting along with classmates and teachers. These skills
are explicitly judged by the teacher and are part of the overall assessment
of a student’s learning development. Teacher judgments are not based on
tests but rely on the knowledge and experiences of the teachers. Research
with several colleagues, among which Eva Feron and Bas ter Weel, shows
that a teacher’s judgment is predictive of a student’s learning
development, next to cognitive test scores27. These judgments are, just like
test scores, not perfect. The learning potential of low-achievers, boys,
ethnical minorities, or students from lower socio-economic background are
frequently underestimated by teachers28.
Differences between the expected and real performance of students can
be the result of explicit or implicit stereotypes, of a conservative attitude of
teachers, or from differences in the context in which the judgment is made.
For a study together with, among others, Jessika Golle, I studied the
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literature on teacher judgments of gifted students29. When teachers are
asked to define a gifted student in general, they explicitly mention the
vulnerability of gifted students, next to high cognitive performance and
intelligence. They argue that giftedness often goes along with low
emotional stability, behavioural problems in class, and low social skills.
However, when teachers are asked to nominate students for enrichment
programs in school, mostly high-performing and non-vulnerable students
are mentioned. One could question whether teachers implicitly consider
the probability of success that the student might have in the enrichment
program, using expectations about the social-emotional skills of the gifted
students. Such factors might also play a role in the lower tracking
recommendations for students from a lower socio-economic background.
It is unclear how teachers assess students’ social-emotional skills, or what
the subjective assessment really means. Yet, given the importance of
social-emotional skills, a correct judgment is crucial. Teachers often say that
they use their intuition in such assessments: “he will make it”. An intuitive
approach, however, does not provide a solid base for a systematic analysis
of a student’s development. Some teachers use instruments for the
assessment of students’ social-emotional skills in school. Usually, they are
asked to describe ‘common behaviour’ of students, and it can be
questioned what this means in relation to the competence of students, and
how valid this assessment is30. What behaviour is expected from students at
different ages? What norm exists? What is the difference between “good”
and “very good”? Does every teacher mean the same with “good”? The
judgments and approaches not only differ between teachers, but teachers
might even apply them differently among students. These differences are
sometimes correct, yet sometimes arise from conscious or unconscious
biases.
Within my chair ‘Economics of Education’ I will contribute to research about
how teachers form their judgment of students’ social-emotional skills and
what these judgments mean. To provide teachers with practical
instruments in their judgment, part of chair is an endowed chair (0.2 fte),
financed by the Solberg-Verlinden Foundation and facilitated by the
University Fund.

13

Wiel Solberg started as a primary school teacher, followed by a few years
as a math teacher in secondary school, after which he became the
principal of a gymnasium. In 1968 he was the first director of CITO, the Dutch
institute for test development, and he maintained this position until he
retired in 1983. Solberg was very much interested in the measurement and
registration of student performance and followed the work of psychologist
Adriaan de Groot, the founder of the Dutch end of primary school test
(“Citotest”)31. In 1994 Solberg founded, together with his wife Toos
Verlinden, the Solberg-Verlinden Foundation, that aimed to foster the
innovation of assessment of student performance. He has been very
influential in the Netherlands, in the domain of objectification of student
performance32. In the endowed chair I will continue that tradition, applied
to the assessment of students’ social-emotional skills. In 1970 Solberg made
the following statement on the objectification of students’ cognitive skills,
that is of interest in this respect (freely translated)32:
“With the term objectification one often aims at something absolute: an
absolute objectivity. In his ‘Methodology’ De Groot talks about a general
norm for objectivity, that, according to him, means that the researcher
should act as objectively as possible, i.e., without the interference of personal
opinions, preferences, observation methods, beliefs, interests, and feelings. In
this description one clearly sees that a general norm for objectivity can only
exist within the individual possibilities of the researcher. It must be clear that I
prefer talking about objectification rather than objectivity. For objectification
one must eliminate disturbing factors. Especially when there are a lot of
disturbing factors, we will never succeed in eliminating them all ...”.

The specific goal of the endowed chair is to find or develop instruments that
facilitate the teacher to objectivise his subjective judgment of students’
social-emotional skills, in particular students aged between 10 and 14 years.
I will explicitly do this in collaboration with teachers, as the instruments need
to be useful for them in their daily practice. At the same time, the
instruments should be valid and based on a clear norm that enables the
comparison of the assessment between teachers and between students.
The developed instruments fit in the jargon of teachers, and operate as a
standard, which is recognised in the field. Consequently, they can be used
in the learning development of students, not only by the teacher, but also
by others involved in this development. Moreover, the instruments support
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the evaluation of interventions targeted at students’ social-emotional
learning. That brings me to the fourth and final research domain that is
central in my chair: how can relevant skills in education be developed
among students?

The development of relevant skills in education
With the research I want to contribute to evidence-informed education. In
the past years, a growing number of social-emotional learning programs
have been developed33. For schools it can be useful to take an existing
program as a starting point for the development of social-emotional skills
among their students. However, it is not always clear whether the reported
effectiveness of such programs can be expected among the own
population of students. Many programs have been developed in different
countries, with divergent educational systems. In addition, the reported
effectiveness of the program should be seen in relation to specific aspects
of the program. In some cases, specific groups of students are targeted,
e.g., students that show behavioural problems in school. Other programs
are designed for the average student in a school. The instruments that are
used to implement and evaluate the programs might not always be
available or suited for the context of the school.
It is crucial to spend time to adapt the program to one’s own context,
where not only the problem at hand, but also the goals of the program
should be kept in mind. Attention has to be paid to effective monitoring
and a relevant methodological approach therein, to be able to reach
valid conclusions about the effects and make proper decisions on how to
continue. In my research I not only want to contribute to knowledge about
what works in education, but especially about why some programs work
and under which conditions they are effective34. This implies the need for
comprehensive information about the context of the program.
Together with Carla Haelermans I supervise Mélanie Monfrance, who works
on a PhD research on the effectiveness of programs that schools develop
for students in the transition from primary to secondary school. We explicitly
focus on programs targeted at social-emotional skill development and the
reduction of inequalities. The programs largely differ between the schools,
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ranging from test classes in secondary school to the establishment of a
middle school. Next to monitoring students’ progress, we pay a lot of
attention to understanding the motives behind the various programs and
the goals that the schools have. This information is crucial to conclude on
what works, why it works, and under which conditions. This means we spend
a lot of time talking to educational practitioners. With this I come to my
research approach.

Research approach chair ‘Economics of Education’
The examples I used show that we already know some things about the
relevance of different skills in education, and their impact on learning
outcomes, yet still a lot is unknown. The answers are part of a more complex
puzzle to solve. To really get to grips with the mechanisms behind the
important relations and to develop effective programs that foster students’
development, collaboration is necessary between relevant stakeholders,
and complementary expertise needs to be used. This is central to my
research approach.
My starting point is the economics of education. One could argue that
research in the field of economics of education is in its third generation.
Since the late 1950s, economists recognised the importance of investments
in people’s human capital, i.e., the collection of all individual skills and
abilities, as one of the drivers of economic growth and the reduction of
poverty. Questions addressed in this generation were largely theoretical
and included why and how much people invest in education, how it affects
their income profile, whether investments are optimal both on an individual
and a societal level, how such investments contribute to economic growth,
and whether and to what extent governments (or firms) should intervene in
education or finance it. An important contribution was made by Gary
Becker who formally introduced the human capital theory. He was the first
to formally model people’s skill formation as an investment, subject to
individual choices35.
In the 1990s, a second generation of research on the economics of
education started which was mostly empirical in nature. Economists were
interested in estimating the monetary and non-monetary returns to the
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investments in education on the individual and aggregate level, explicitly
addressing measurement issues36. For example, a cross-sectional
comparison of returns was likely to overstate the returns to education or the
relation between education and growth, because of selection biases.
Using methodological approaches including instrumental variable
methods, regression discontinuities, and (natural) experiments, causal
effects of educational interventions have been investigated.
Recent research in the economics of education brings together the
theoretical approach of the first generation with the empirical rigor of the
second generation. The literature from the second generation showed
several issues, including heterogeneous treatment effects, or different
results from different experimental studies, which shows the need to go
back to theory. For example, empirical evidence on the shortcomings of
cognitive ability as a sole predictor of several life outcomes, has led to
pioneer work on the formal inclusion of other skills into the human capital
production function, and its relation to economic growth37. At the same
time, it is recognized that empirical evidence and appropriate data are
necessary for the development and evaluation of innovations in
educational practice38. For example, a lot of attention is being paid to the
study of instruments that are used to measure student performance, such
as achievement tests, and what they actually measure39. Moreover, it is
emphasised that experimental research is needed, that calls for
collaboration with educational practitioners40. My research approach is
positioned within this third generation of economics of education and
characterised by the beforementioned four ingredients.
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The use of theory is the first ingredient. In my research I rely on theoretical
economic models to study decision-making. I will contribute to the
development of such models, based on the insights about the
development of the various skills in education and their relationship with
learning outcomes. In doing so, I am particularly interested in the role of
social-emotional skills, but also that of expectations and beliefs.
Second ingredient is a critical view on and development of proper data
and methods to analyse the relations of interest. I will always ask myself
whether I measure what I intend to measure, and which factors affect the
measurement. An example is the contribution I intend to make to the
development of instruments for teachers to assess students’ socialemotional skills. This not only helps teachers to acquire the right information
they need to make choices with respect to how to support students, but it
also contributes to research by providing a valid view on social-emotional
learning of students.
Third ingredient is a multidisciplinary approach. Research to the learning
development and performance of students calls for different scientific
disciplines. Psychology is key as many aspects of learning are related to
mental processes and the development of children. For the study of
inequalities in education, the sociological perspective is highly relevant.
Educational sciences are necessary to make the connection to didactics
in the classroom. For the development of the instruments for the assessment
of social-emotional skills, I will actively seek collaboration with
psychometricians, who have knowledge about constructing valid
instruments. In my examples I named various people, among which noneconomists such as sociologists, psychologists, educational scientists, and
health researchers. I already learned a lot from these collaborations and
will continue to actively seek them. Such collaborations do not come
naturally, and one must devote time to get to know each other. Sometimes
we mean the same things, but use different terms, but sometimes we mean
different things. It is important to understand each other.
Fourth ingredient is collaboration with educational practice. It is often
mentioned that the research-practice relation is not an easy one41.
Education practitioners do not always have access to research findings
and if they do so, they experience difficulties in implementing the results
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into their daily practice. Researchers are looking for generalisable
knowledge and do not always take questions from educational practice
as a starting point. Even if they do, the translation from research results into
practical tools is difficult. Bridging the research-practice gap requires more
sustainable collaboration between people from both sides, where time to
invest in the relationship, understanding of each other’s playing field and
efficient communication are important elements42. Internationally, a
growth of research-practice partnerships in education is observed, varying
from collaboration on educational innovations on the classroom level to
more general knowledge networks in which broader challenges are
addressed, such as reducing inequalities in education43.
An example of such a sustainable research-practice partnership is the
‘Educatieve Agenda Limburg’, that was formally established in 2014 by
merging existing initiatives44. It is a knowledge network where partners from
primary to higher education, and the local government are represented.
The partnership provides an important platform for connecting partners for
projects and contributes to evidence-based education. Dialogue between
relevant stakeholders, for example in learning communities, is a central
element and necessary to get a sharp view on the challenges that the
partners face and to understand the mechanisms that play a role.
Moreover, it is recognised that for most successful educational innovations
collaboration between partners from the different educational sectors is
needed, and with stakeholders from outside education. Students’
development must be viewed from a systemic perspective, where the
student cannot be detached from his social environment. This again shows
the relevance of multiple perspectives and complementarity of expertise.
Of course, this is not easy and requires a step-by-step approach that
partners must take together. In my research I also want to contribute to the
understanding of the co-creation processes behind bridging the researchpractice gap in education.
Research as a central pillar of the Educatieve Agenda Limburg, also
includes monitoring. To get a clear picture of the challenges that the
partners face, it is crucial, next to dialogue and knowledge building, to
systematically, and not ad hoc or temporary, acquire a broad set of data
about students’ development. In our region, we already do so for more
than ten years, in a regional monitor (the OnderwijsMonitor Limburg), where
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information about students’ cognitive and social-emotional development
is merged and supplemented with additional surveys where necessary. The
challenges mentioned in the collaboration between research and practice
also apply to the use of data in education. By means of co-creation with
educational practitioners, I will contribute to a more effective use of data
by teachers and other professionals in education. Together deciding on
what information is needed, whether existing instruments are sufficient, or
whether other instruments are needed. For example, next to information
about students, information about teachers is necessary, to reveal the
relationships between teacher education or training and students’
development. The continuous development of our regional monitor that fits
the needs of involved stakeholders, supports educational innovations,
prevents similar data collections, and facilitates a comparison in the region,
also over time. The earlier mentioned example about school dropout, but
also the recent information need because of the COVID-19 pandemic,
shows how useful this can be. It provides insights that are not delivered with
ad hoc or individual school data.
In sum, with the research in my chair ‘Economics of Education’ I actively
look for the complementary expertise of other scientific disciplines and
partners from educational practice, use scientific theory, proper data, and
empirical methods to contribute to our understanding of the relevant skills
that students need. With this, I want to support science, practice, and policy
in the development to a sustainable and inclusive knowledge economy.
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