
 



 

Disclaimer of Liability  

The Dutch educational system, including municipality rules, lottery 
systems, and admission protocols, is subject to continuous change. 
While this manual has been compiled with the utmost care and 
professional expertise, it serves as a strategic guide and no legal 
rights can be derived from its contents. Dutch School Navigator 
cannot be held liable for rejected school applications, changes in 
government policies, or individual school decisions. Always verify 
current regulations with your local municipality and the specific 
school. 

​
Copyright & Terms of Use  

© 2026 Dutch School Navigator. All rights reserved. ​
​
This manual is an exclusive, paid digital product designed for 
personal use by the purchasing family. Sharing, reproducing, or 
distributing this document (including uploading it to expat 
WhatsApp groups, Facebook communities, or corporate portals) 
without explicit written permission from Dutch School Navigator is 
strictly prohibited. ​
​
As a boutique consulting firm, we rely on the integrity of our clients 
to protect the hundreds of hours invested in this intellectual 
property. Thank you for your respect and cooperation. 
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Welcome to the Dutch Education Navigator 

Moving to a new country is a thrilling adventure, but finding the right 
school for your child can quickly feel like a high-stakes puzzle. The 
Dutch education system is world-class, but to an outsider, it is also 
highly unique, completely decentralized, and, to be honest, incredibly 
overwhelming at first glance. 

You will hear terms like Dalton, BSO, Cito scores, and lottery systems 
thrown around, leaving you wondering where to even begin. You are 
not just looking for a building with classrooms: you are looking for a 
community where your child feels safe, understood, and inspired to 
grow. 

That is exactly why I created the Dutch Education Navigator. 

This guide is designed to bypass the confusion, cut through the 
Dutch bureaucracy, and hand you the exact blueprints you need. 
Instead of spending hours translating websites and worrying if you 
are making the right choice, you now have a clear path forward. 
Inside, you will discover: 

●​ The Timeline & Navigation: Exactly when and how to start your 
search to avoid missing crucial deadlines. 

●​ Decoding the Bureaucracy: A clear breakdown of Dutch school 
types, step-by-step admission guides for Primary and High 
School. 

●​ Red Flags & Expat Traps: The ultimate checklist for touring a 
school, plus how to navigate the unwritten rules of Dutch 
school culture and avoid the classic mistakes international 
parents make. 

Turn the page to take the guesswork out of this process and turn this 
major life transition into a truly soft landing for your entire family. 

Esther  

Dutch School Navigator  
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The Timeline & Navigation 

Navigating the Dutch school system is a strategic process. Because 
schooling is tied to local municipalities and often your home address, 
timing and local rules are everything. 

Understanding the Dutch Educational Landscape 

Before diving into dates and deadlines, it is essential to understand 
the structure of the Dutch system. It is known for its "freedom of 
education," meaning there is a high variety of school types, all funded 
by the government. 

1. The Three Pillars of School Types 

In the Netherlands, "Public" and "Private" don't mean the same as in 
the US or UK. Almost all schools are government-funded and free 
(except for a small voluntary contribution). 

●​ Openbaar (Public): Neutral schools, not based on a specific 
religion or philosophy. 

●​ Bijzonder (Special): Schools based on a religion (Catholic, 
Protestant, Islamic, Jewish) or a specific pedagogical vision 
(Montessori, Dalton, Freinet, Waldorf/Vrije School, Jenaplan). 

●​ International: Private schools (paid) or government-subsidized 
international departments (IGCSE/IB). 

2. Primary Education (Basisonderwijs) – Ages 4 to 12 

Primary school lasts 8 years, starting in Groep 1 (age 4) and ending in 
Groep 8 (age 12). 

●​ Kindergarten (Groep 1 & 2): Focus is on social skills, motor skills, 
and "learning through play." There is no formal academic 
pressure, but children are observed closely. 

●​ Academic Years (Groep 3 to 8): Formal reading, writing, and 
arithmetic start in Groep 3. 

●​ The Exit: In Groep 8, children take a national test 
(Doorstroomtoets) and receive a formal recommendation 
(advies) from their teacher for their secondary level. 
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3. Secondary Education (Voortgezet Onderwijs) – Ages 12 to 18 

This is where the system "splits" based on a child’s academic level 
and learning style. 

●​ VMBO (4 years): Preparatory secondary vocational education. 
Focuses on practical and vocational training. 

●​ HAVO (5 years): Senior general secondary education. Designed 
for students who want to enter Universities of Applied Sciences 
(HBO). 

●​ VWO (6 years): Pre-university education (includes Atheneum 
and Gymnasium). Designed to prepare students for Research 
Universities (WO). 

The Dutch system is flexible. A child can “stack” their diplomas and 
move up to HAVO, VWO, or university in several ways. See the 
scheme below:  

 

 

 

 

© 2026 Dutch School Navigator | www.dutchschoolnavigator.nl | 5 



 

In the Dutch secondary system, students choose a profile in year 3 
(HAVO/VWO) or year 3/4 (VMBO). The four profiles in HAVO/VWO are: 

●​ Cultuur & Maatschappij (C&M): languages, arts, history 
●​ Economie & Maatschappij (E&M): economics, business, history 
●​ Natuur & Gezondheid (N&G): sciences, health, biology 
●​ Natuur & Techniek (N&T): advanced math, physics, chemistry 

VMBO profiles are more practical and vary by sector. This choice 
heavily influences university options, so it's a major communication 
topic between school, student, and parents. 

 

Primary School (Basisschool) – Ages 4 to 12 

In the Netherlands, children can start school the day they turn 4. 
Education is compulsory from the age of 5. 

The Application Strategy 

●​ Timing: ​
In major cities like Amsterdam and Utrecht, timing is critical. 
You must register your child during a specific window, often 
around their third birthday. Always check the municipality 
website for the exact dates, as missing this window can 
significantly limit your options.​
 

●​ The "First Child" Reality: ​
While having a sibling at the school or attending a partner 
daycare (voorschool) often grants priority, most relocation 
families are starting fresh. If you don't have these priority 
markers yet, your home address becomes your most important 
asset.​
 

●​ The Radius & Priority Areas: ​
In major cities, schools often use a 
priority area (postcode/zip code). 
Children living within a specific 
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radius of the school are considered first. ​
 

●​ The "Zorgplicht" (Duty of Care):  ​
Zorgplicht is one of the most misunderstood concepts in Dutch 
education. It's often translated as "the school has to help me," 
but the legal reality is more nuanced. 

What Zorgplicht actually is:​
Once your child has been formally registered (in writing!) and the 
school determines that your child needs extra support, such as 
support for dyslexia, behavioral challenges, or a developmental delay, 
the school cannot simply say: "We can't handle this, figure it out 
yourself."  

The school then has a legal duty to either provide the necessary 
support themselves or actively help find a school that can. This must 
happen within 10 weeks. If the school hasn't made a decision after 
that period, your child must be temporarily enrolled . 

What Zorgplicht is NOT:​
If a school is simply full, meaning there are no physical spots 
available and classes have reached the legal maximum size, then 
Zorgplicht does not apply to placement. The school may refuse your 
child purely due to capacity constraints . They are not required to 
actively find another school for you. 

 

The "What If All Schools Are Full?" Protocol 

If your neighborhood schools are full, follow this protocol: 

Step A: Expand the Radius. In major cities, "neighborhood priority" is 
key, but if those are full, you must look at schools 15–20 minutes away. 
Often, schools just outside the most popular expat bubbles have 
immediate openings. 

Step B: Apply to multiple schools. Contrary to what is sometimes 
said, this is allowed as long as you're transparent about it. 
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Step C: Contact the municipality. Ask for the Education 
department. They have an overview of which schools still have 
capacity in the wider region. 

Step D: Contact the "Samenwerkingsverband". If your child needs 
support and there’s no space, the regional partnership can mediate. 
But without a support need, you remain responsible for finding a 
school yourself. 

Step E: The "Leerplichtambtenaar" (Truancy Officer). The 
Leerplichtambtenaar's job is to ensure every child has access to 
education. If you've exhausted all options, they can intervene, apply 
pressure, and help mediate a solution. They are an ally, but they 
cannot magically create a spot where none exists. 

The hard truth: In popular cities with waiting lists, "the school is full" 
is a legitimate ground for refusal. The school doesn't have to do 
anything for you. So be on time, broaden your options, and realize 
that your right to education means there must be a school 
somewhere, not necessarily that one school around the corner. 

DSN Tip: Always document everything. Keep copies of all 
applications, emails, and rejection letters. For children with support 
needs, this paper trail is essential when the samenwerkingsverband 
steps in. For children without support needs, it helps when lobbying 
the municipality for assistance. 

Required Documentation 

When applying, ensure you have the following ready: 

●​ Child’s Passport or ID. 
●​ BSN (Burgerservicenummer) – provided upon registration at 

the City Hall. 
●​ Previous school reports (translated into English or Dutch). 
●​ Vaccination records. 

Language Immersion: The "Nieuwkomersklas" 
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Children aged 4-6 usually go straight into a regular Dutch class 
(Groep 1/2) for full immersion. For children aged 6-12 who do not 
speak Dutch, there are Nieuwkomersklassen (Newcomer Classes). 
This is a one-year intensive language program. ​
Note: Demand is high; ask about current availability immediately 
during your orientation. 

VVE: Early Childhood Education for toddlers (2.5 - 4 years) 

If your child doesn't speak Dutch well yet, you don't have to wait until 
group 1. There's a safety net for toddlers: Voorschoolse Educatie 
(VVE) . 

What is VVE?​
VVE is a program for toddlers aged 2.5 to 4 who have or are at risk of 
developing a language delay in Dutch . The goal is to give them a 
strong start in group 1, so they don't fall behind immediately. The 
program focuses on language, but also on math, motor skills, and 
social-emotional development . 

How does it work? 

●​ Your child attends a playgroup or daycare center that has 
been designated by the municipality as a VVE location . 

●​ The care is typically 16 hours per week (usually 4 half-days), 
spread throughout the year . 

●​ They work with a structured program, such as Piramide or 
Kaleidoscoop. 

How do you get a VVE placement? 

1.​ The consultatiebureau (child health center) assesses around 
age 2 whether your child qualifies for VVE . 

2.​ If you receive a VVE-indicatie (referral), you can register your 
child at a VVE location in your municipality . 

3.​ The municipality is legally required to offer sufficient VVE places 
. 

What does it cost? 
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●​ You pay an income-dependent contribution for 8 hours per 
week. 

●​ The other 8 hours are funded through childcare benefits (if you 
receive them) and the municipality. 

●​ For parents with lower incomes, the contribution may be 
limited (e.g., a maximum of €52.53 per month in 2025). 

Important to know: 

●​ VVE is not mandatory, but an opportunity. It's strongly 
recommended for children who need it. 

●​ Places are limited; register your child as soon as you have the 
referral. 

●​ VVE ends when your child starts group 1. Some schools then 
offer Vroegschoolse Educatie (early school education) in 
groups 1 and 2 as a follow-up . 

Secondary School (Voortgezet Onderwijs) – Ages 12+ 

The Timeline & The Lottery 

●​ Orientation: Start exploring a full year in advance. 
●​ Application Window: Usually in March. This is a strict national 

window. 
●​ The Lottery System: In most large cities, lotteries are standard 

practice, not an exception. If a school is oversubscribed, your 
child's placement is decided by a draw. 

●​ Priority Rules: Always check the school's website for specific 
priority rules. Some cities grant priority if: 

○​ A sibling is already at the school. 
○​ Your child comes from a specific type of primary 

education (e.g., a Montessori primary student getting 
priority at a Montessori secondary school). 

Specialized Paths for Expats 

●​ ISK (Internationale Schakelklas): Intensive 1-2 year Dutch 
program for ages 12-18. Currently, ISK programs face significant 
waiting lists in many regions.  
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●​ Kopklas: The Kopklas is a rare and valuable option, but it's not 
available in every city. Admission requires a formal assessment 
proving your child has the academic ability for HAVO/VWO but 
isheld back by their Dutch 
language level. Ask your 
current school or the 
municipality if a Kopklas exists 
in your region. It’s an intensive 
one-year program to "boost" 
their Dutch before they start 
high school at their true 
intellectual level. 

●​ TTO (Tweetalig Onderwijs): Bilingual education (50% subjects 
in English). 

The "What If All Schools Are Full?" Protocol 

The secondary school system is much more rigid than the primary 
school system. Because enrollment happens in a national window 
(March), the "full" situation is handled differently: 

The Lottery List: In cities like Amsterdam or Utrecht, you don't apply 
to one school; you provide a ranked list (often 5 to 12 schools). If you 
are not drawn for your #1, the system automatically moves to your #2 
and so on. 

The "Waitlist" Reality: Once the lottery is over, schools are legally 
"full." There is very little movement. If your child arrives mid-year (after 
March), they will likely be placed in an ISK (International Transition 
Class) first. 

ISK as a Buffer: If regular HAVO/VWO spots are full, the ISK is your 
safety net. They are legally required to assess your child and provide 
education, though they also face capacity issues. 

Special note on housing and ISK placement:​
If your teenager needs to attend an ISK, priority and placement are 
strictly tied to your municipality. ISKs serve specific regions and often 
face severe capacity issues. Most ISKs or central municipal intake 
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desks will not process your application until you can provide a 
signed housing contract proving you actually live in their 
designated region. 

Contact the municipality: The municipality's education department 
has an overview of which schools in the wider region still have 
capacity. They cannot force a school to accept your child, but they 
can guide you to schools with space. 

Steps for children with support needs:​
Step A: Apply formally​
Submit a written application to your preferred school. Verbal 
rejections do not trigger any legal obligations. 

Step B: The hardship clause (hardheidsclausule)​
For secondary school, there is a specific mechanism called the 
hardship clause. Schools may reserve up to 2% of their available 
seats for students with special circumstances: personal situation, 
health issues, or difficult home circumstances that require 
attendance at one specific school . 

How it works: 

●​ You must submit a formal request explaining why only this 
particular school can meet your child's needs. 

●​ In Amsterdam, parents must apply through the central OSVO 
hardship clause desk (Centraal Loket Hardheidsclausule) by a 
strict deadline (typically late February). 

●​ If approved, your child is automatically placed and does not 
participate in the lottery. 

●​ If denied, your child must participate in the normal lottery 
process. 

Step C: Contact the samenwerkingsverband​
If your child has documented support needs (dyslexia, behavioral 
challenges, developmental delays) and cannot find a place, the 
regional samenwerkingsverband is legally responsible for ensuring a 
"dekkend ondersteuningsaanbod" (comprehensive support offering). 
They must help find a suitable placement. 
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Step D: The ISK as safety net​
If regular HAVO/VWO spots are full and your child does not speak 
Dutch, the ISK (International Transition Class) is your safety net. ISKs 
are legally required to assess your child and provide education, 
though they also face capacity issues and waiting lists in some 
regions . 

DSN Tip: Always document everything. Keep copies of all 
applications, emails, and rejection letters. For children with support 
needs, this paper trail is essential when the samenwerkingsverband 
steps in. For children without support needs, it helps when lobbying 
the municipality for assistance. 

International Schools vs. Dutch Education 

DSN Advice: If your stay is < 3 years, go International for continuity. If 
> 3 years, the Dutch 
system offers better 
social integration and 
university access at a 
fraction of the cost. 

 

​
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Understanding Dutch School Types 

One of the most remarkable aspects of the Netherlands is the 
"Freedom of Education" (Vrijheid van Onderwijs). This means you 
aren't just assigned a local public school; you have a choice. Almost 
all schools listed below are government-funded and free of charge. 

Public vs. "Special" Schools 

Before looking at philosophies, you will see two main categories. 
Both meet the same strict quality standards set by the Dutch 
Inspectorate of Education. 

●​ Openbare Scholen (Public): Neutral and inclusive. They 
welcome everyone regardless of religious or philosophical 
background. 

●​ Bijzondere Scholen ("Special"): These are run by independent 
boards. 

○​ Religious: Catholic, Protestant, Islamic, etc.  
○​ Pedagogical: Schools founded on a specific vision like 

Montessori or Dalton 

 

 

 

Public schools (traditional) 

While "concept schools" get a lot of attention, the majority of Dutch 
children attend traditional schools (Openbaar, Catholic, or 
Protestant). 

●​ The Structure: Almost always single-age groups (e.g., one class 
of only Groep 4 students). 

●​ The Teacher: Changes every year. This gives children a "fresh 
start" each September with a new educator and often a slightly 
shuffled peer group. 
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●​ The Philosophy: Focuses on structured, class-wide instruction. 
Everyone works on the same math problem at the same time, 
with room for differentiation for those who are faster or slower. 

●​ Best for: Children who thrive on clear boundaries, a predictable 
daily schedule, and a fresh dynamic every school year. 

The "Concept" Schools: Finding the Right Fit 

In the Netherlands, these are called Innovation Schools 
(Vernieuwingsscholen ). They are extremely popular and often have 
longer waiting lists. 

Montessori: "Help me do it myself" 

●​ The Vibe: Calm, focused, and individualized but focused on 
collaboration at the same time. 

●​ The Classroom: Mixed-age classes are the heart of the system. 
In a 3/4/5 group, your child will be the "youngest" in year one, 
the "middle" in year two, and the "leader/oldest" in year three. 

●​ The Teacher: Because your child stays with the same teacher 
for three years, the teacher knows exactly where your child 
stands academically and emotionally. There is no "getting to 
know you" period in September. 

●​ How it works: Children work with specialized materials in 
mixed-age classrooms (e.g., ages 6–9 together). They choose 
their own tasks and work at their own pace. 

●​ The Reality Check: Great for independent "self-starters." If your 
child needs a teacher to tell them exactly what to do every 10 
minutes, Montessori can be overwhelming. 

Dalton: "Freedom within responsibility" 

●​ The Vibe: Practical, organized, and collaborative. 
●​ The Classroom: Often single-age groups, but with open doors. 

You might see a child from Group 5 walking to Group 6 to ask 
for help with a math problem. 

●​ The Teacher: Focuses on coaching students to plan. You’ll see 
"task boards" where children track their own progress. 
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●​ How it works: Children receive a "task list" for the week. They 
decide when they do their math or language, as long as it's 
finished by Friday. Collaboration is key, they are encouraged to 
help each other. 

●​ The Reality Check: Excellent for learning "life skills" like 
planning and teamwork. It is often seen as a middle ground 
between traditional schooling and Montessori. 

Vrije School (Waldorf/Steiner): "Head, Heart, and Hands" 

●​ The Vibe: Creative, rhythmic, and holistic. 
●​ The Classroom: Single-age groups. The focus is on the 

collective journey of the class. 
●​ The Teacher: The goal is continuity. Having the same teacher 

for up to 6 years provides immense stability, but it also means 
the "click" between the teacher and the family is extra 
important. 

●​ How it works: Strong focus on arts, music, nature, and 
storytelling. They avoid digital screens and standardized testing 
as much as possible in the early years. 

●​ The Reality Check: Best for imaginative children. Be aware that 
the academic pace (reading/writing) can be slower in the 
beginning, catching up around age 9 or 10. 

Jenaplan: "School as a community" 

●​ The Vibe: Social, project-based, and cozy. 
●​ The Classroom: These “Family groups” (stamgroepen) are 

designed to mirror a real family with older and younger siblings. 
Interaction and helping each other are built into the daily 
rhythm. 

●​ The Teacher: Acts as a "Group Leader" (stamgroepleider), 
facilitating the circle conversations and the communal vibe. 

●​ How it works: The classroom is a "living room." The day is a 
rhythm of conversation (in a circle), work, play, and celebration. 

●​ The Reality Check: Perfect for social butterflies. Academic 
subjects are often integrated into "World Orientation" projects 
rather than taught as separate, dry subjects. 
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Freinet: "Learning by doing & Democracy" 

●​ The Vibe: Active, inquiry-based, and critical. 
●​ The Classroom: Often mixed to encourage children of different 

ages to work on projects together. 
●​ The Teacher: More of a facilitator than a traditional lecturer. 

They guide the "Class Meeting" where students have a vote in 
their education. 

●​ How it works: Children’s own experiences are the curriculum. 
They might research a local forest or start a class newspaper. It 
is highly democratic; children help decide class rules. 

●​ The Reality Check: Great for "thinkers" and kids who want to 
know why they are learning something. 

DSN Expert Insight: The "Vibe" Over the Label 

While a philosophy is important, the team and the location are often 
more decisive. A "bad" Montessori school is worse than a "great" 
traditional school. 

When visiting, ask these three questions: 

1.​ "How does your specific philosophy translate to a typical 
Tuesday morning?" 

2.​ "How do you support non-Dutch speaking children within this 
philosophy?" 

3.​ "What is the teacher turnover rate?" (Stability is everything for a 
relocating child). 

Bilingual Education (TTO - Tweetalig Onderwijs) 

A rising star in the Dutch system. 

●​ The Concept: These are regular Dutch state schools that offer 
30% to 50% of the curriculum in English. 

●​ Primary TTO: Rare but increasing. It aims to make children 
fluently bilingual by age 12. 

●​ Secondary TTO: Very common for HAVO/VWO levels. Subjects 
like History, Geography, and Gym are taught in English, while 
Dutch remains the core language for other subjects. 
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International Schools 

●​ Private (International Schools): Fully private, high tuition fees 
(€15k - €25k). Follow the IB or British curriculum. 

●​ Dutch International Schools (DIS): Government-subsidized. 
Tuition is lower (around €5k - €7k). They are meant for families 
who will only be in NL for a few years. 

●​ DSN Advice: Only choose this if you are on a short-term 
contract (<3 years). For 
long-term integration, the 
Dutch system is superior. 

 

 

Special Needs & Inclusion (Passend Onderwijs) 

The Netherlands follows a policy called Passend Onderwijs 
(Appropriate Education). The legal starting point is: every child 
should attend a regular mainstream school if possible. 

●​ The Goal (Inclusion): The government aims to minimize the 
number of children in separate "Special Schools." This means 
regular schools are now required to provide extra support 
(remedial teaching, social support) within the normal 
classroom. 

●​ The Reality Check: While the law sounds beautiful, it makes 
getting into a specialized school (SBO or SO) quite difficult. It is 
often a last resort after the regular school has proven they can 
no longer support the child. 

●​ SBO (Speciaal Basisonderwijs): For children with learning or 
developmental challenges who need a slower pace and smaller 
groups, but still follow the national curriculum. 

●​ SO (Speciaal Onderwijs): For children with more intensive 
needs (divided into four clusters: visual/hearing, 
communication/autism, physical/intellectual, and behavioral). 
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●​ The "TLV" (Toelaatbaarheidsverklaring): To enter SBO or SO, 
you need a formal "statement of admissibility." This is a lengthy 
legal process involving the school, the parents, and the regional 
regional schoolboard (Samenwerkingsverband). 
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The Red & Green Flag Checklist: Touring a Dutch 
School 

Visiting a Dutch primary school can be a culture shock. You won't 
find marble floors or grand auditoriums. Dutch education is funded 
equally by the government, meaning the true difference between a 
'good' and a 'bad' school isn't in the building, but in the culture, the 
leadership, and the team. 

When you take a school tour, look past the brick walls. Here is your 
essential DSN checklist to evaluate the true quality of a school. 

The Red Flags (Proceed with Caution) 

The "We Don't Have Bullying" Claim ​
If a principal proudly states, "We don’t have any bullying at our 
school," run. Every school in the world deals with social conflict. 

The DSN Reality Check: A good school acknowledges that bullying 
happens and will immediately explain their active anti-bullying 
protocol (like the 'Kanjertraining' or 'Vreedzame School' method) and 
how they enforce it. 

High Teacher Turnover  

The Netherlands is facing a severe teacher shortage. However, if a 
school relies heavily on temporary substitutes or if a class has had 
three different teachers in one year, it’s a sign of poor management 
and a stressful environment. Ask directly: "How stable is the teaching 
team in the lower/upper grades?" 

The NT2 Approach  

If your child doesn't speak Dutch, ask how the school handles 
non-native speakers (NT2). If the answer is vague ("Oh, they'll just pick 
it up by playing"), it’s a massive red flag. While young children adapt 
quickly, a professional school has a structured plan, specific materials, 
or a dedicated NT2 specialist to support your child's vocabulary 
acquisition. 
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Sterile, "Perfect" Classrooms  

Walk through the hallways. If the walls are empty, or if all the artwork 
looks absolutely identical and "Pinterest-perfect", it can indicate a 
rigid, performance-driven culture with little room for creativity and 
individual expression. 

Defensive About Scores  

If you ask about their 'Cito' (national tracking test) results and the 
school either refuses to discuss them or blames the children's 
backgrounds for low scores, it shows a lack of accountability. 

The Green Flags  

The Principal Knows the Kids  

During the tour, observe the principal or the admissions coordinator. 
Do children wave at them? Do they know the names of the kids in 
the hallway? A visible, engaged school leader sets the tone for a 
warm, community-focused school. 

The "Buddy System" is Standard Practice 

A major green flag for expat parents: The school proactively mentions 
that your child will be paired with a "buddy" (a classmate, preferably 
one who speaks a bit of English) for the first few weeks to help them 
navigate the playground, the toilet rules, and the lunch breaks. 

"Messy" but Purposeful Classrooms 

Dutch education (especially Montessori, Dalton, and Jenaplan) 
thrives on independence. A classroom that looks a bit 'lived-in'—with 
children working on the floor, collaborating in small groups, and 
displaying a diverse, chaotic mix of artwork—is a sign of active, 
engaged learning. 
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Radical Transparency  

A confident school leader will tell you their weaknesses. If they say: 
"We currently struggle a bit with the math scores in grade 6, but we 
have hired a specialist to tackle this," you have found a trustworthy 
partner. Transparency is the highest form of professionalism in Dutch 
education. 

Focus on Well-being First  

When you ask about academic success, a great Dutch school will 
pivot the conversation to social-emotional well-being. They will 
emphasize that a child can only learn to read and write if they feel 
safe and happy first. This is the core of Dutch educational philosophy.
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The Bureaucracy, Admission & Intake Guide for 
Primary School 

The Dutch administrative system is highly digitized and efficient, but 
for a newly arriving expat, it often feels like an impossible puzzle. The 
biggest hurdle? The paperwork required to even get your foot in the 
door of a Dutch primary school. Before you panic about translating 
every document your child has ever received, use this chapter to 
navigate the bureaucracy, avoid the classic priority traps, and prepare 
your admission dossier. 

The BSN Catch-22 & The Priority Trap 

The Burgerservicenummer (BSN) is your Dutch citizen service 
number. You need it for everything: taxes, healthcare, and ultimately, 
your child’s school registration. 

The Catch-22​
You cannot get a BSN until you register at the municipality. You 
cannot register at the municipality until you have a signed rental 
agreement or proof of ownership for a house. But as a proactive 
parent, you want to secure a school before you sign a lease! 

The DSN Solution ​
Under the Dutch constitutional right to education, a school can 
legally enroll your child temporarily without a BSN. If a school says 
they cannot proceed without a BSN, ask gently whether they can 
register your child with a temporary onderwijsnummer through 
DUO. Many schools can do this, though not all administrators are 
aware of the option. If they're unsure, offer to follow up after you've 
secured your BSN, but know that your child's right to education 
exists regardless. 

The Hard Truth: The Address & Priority Trap ​
While a school can register your child without a BSN, the local 
municipality cannot give you neighborhood priority without a 
registered address. In cities with a strict lottery system, school 
placement priority is 100% tied to your postal code. To claim priority 
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for the 8 schools closest to your home, you must provide a signed 
rental agreement or a deed of purchase. 

DSN Strategy: If you apply for a lottery-based school without a signed 
housing contract, you will be placed in the lowest priority tier, making 
it nearly impossible to get into popular schools. Always secure your 
housing contract first if you are aiming for a high-demand school in 
a lottery city. 

The Application Process (Age Matters) 

In the Netherlands, the actual registration process looks entirely 
different depending on whether your child is starting at age four, or if 
they are transferring into a higher grade. 

Scenario A: Starting at age 4 (Kleuters) ​
Children legally start school the day after their fourth birthday. 
Schools prefer you to register them well in advance (usually 6 to 12 
months prior). In major cities, you will first encounter a central 
matching system. You do not get an immediate intake form, you get 
a preference form (Voorkeursformulier) where you list your top 
choices. Once matched, you are invited for an introductory meeting 
(Kennismakingsgesprek) with the principal to discuss expectations 
and see if the school can meet your child's needs. If it is a match, you 
fill out the Registration Form (Aanmeldformulier).  

Shortly before their 4th birthday, the teacher will contact you to 
schedule acclimatization mornings (Wenmomenten) so your child 
can practice going to school. 

Scenario B: Transferring into higher grades (Zij-instroom) ​
If your child is older than four and moving to the Netherlands, you 
bypass the lottery systems. You contact schools directly to ask if they 
have availability in your child's specific age group.  

DSN Insider Warning: Even if a school has physical desks available, 
they might still reject your application based on class dynamics 
(groepsdynamiek). Dutch schools carefully monitor the required care 
load per classroom. If a specific class already has several children 
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needing extra behavioral or academic support, the school will not 
add a new expat student to that group, as it would compromise the 
quality of education for everyone. 

Phase 3: The DSN Admission Dossier & Translations 

Many expats assume they need to spend hundreds of euros on sworn 
translations of their child’s entire school history before even 
approaching a school. Wait. Always consult the school's director or 
Internal Support Coordinator (Intern Begeleider) before you pay for 
translations. 

Prepare the following dossier for your intake: 

​Identity & Registration Passports / ID Cards: ​
Copies for both the child and the parents.  

​Proof of Address: ​
A signed rental agreement, mortgage document, or an official 
registration extract from the Gemeente (BRP extract).  

​BSN Number: ​
If you have it. If not, a written statement of your intended arrival 
date. 

​Educational History (For children aged 6+)  
​The Educational Report (Onderwijskundig Rapport): ​
A brief summary from your child's previous school 
detailing their academic level, social skills, and behavior. 
The Dutch school will ask your permission to contact the 
previous school.  

​Special Educational Needs (SEN) Files: ​
Any official documentation regarding dyslexia, giftedness, 
or behavioral support. ​
Do not hide this! Dutch schools have a 'Duty of Care' 
(Zorgplicht), but they need total transparency to arrange 
the right support from day one. 

​Medical & Legal Vaccination Records: ​
Primary schools cannot legally refuse your child based on their 
vaccination status due to the constitutional right to education. 
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However, the municipal health service (GGD) will ask for these 
records later.  

​Allergy Action Plan: ​
If your child has severe allergies, have a clear medical plan 
ready.  

​Custody Agreements: ​
If you are divorced or separated, Dutch schools strictly require 
proof of joint consent from both legal guardians to enroll a 
child. One parent cannot unilaterally enroll a child. 

Phase 4: Decoding the Official Intake Form 

Once accepted, you face the final hurdle: the official intake form. It is 
often long and full of legal and medical jargon. Here is your cheat 
sheet for the most confusing Dutch terms you might encounter: 

●​ Ouderlijk gezag ​
Parental authority or legal custody. (See Custody Agreements 
above). 

●​ Noodnummer / Contactpersoon bij nood ​
Emergency contact. Provide at least two phone numbers, 
preferably someone who lives or works close to the school. 

●​ Toestemming Beeldmateriaal (AVG) ​
GDPR photo and video consent. You will face checkboxes 
asking if you give or deny permission for your child's photo to 
be used on the closed school app, the public website, or social 
media. You can always say no. 

●​ Thuistaal / Moedertaal ​
The primary language spoken at home. Be honest; this simply 
helps the school assess if your child needs extra Dutch 
language support (NT2). 

●​ Medische bijzonderheden / Allergieën ​
Medical conditions or allergies. This is where you list EpiPens, 
asthma, or specific dietary restrictions. 

●​ Zindelijkheid ​
Potty training. If enrolling a four-year-old, the school will ask if 
they are fully potty trained (zindelijk). In the Netherlands, 
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children are expected to be able to go to the toilet 
independently when they start school. 

●​ Ontwikkelingsachterstand / Zorgbehoefte ​
Developmental delay or special care needs. The school asks if 
your child has any known learning, behavioral, or physical 
delays. 

●​ Na-schoolse opvang (BSO) / Overblijven ​
After-school care and lunch arrangements. Indicate which 
external organization will pick up your child after school, and on 
which days they will stay at school for lunch (if the school 
doesn’t use a continurooster). 
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The High School Bureaucracy & Admission Guide 

Enrolling a teenager in a Dutch high school (Voortgezet Onderwijs) is 
a completely different ballgame compared to primary school. It is 
highly data-driven, strictly regulated by regional portals, and most 
importantly: it is heavily dependent on your teenagers Dutch 
language skills. Here is your roadmap to navigating high school 
admissions. 

Phase 1: The BSN Rule and The ISK Housing Reality 

Just like with primary schools, you officially need a 
Burgerservicenummer (BSN) to enroll your teenager. Do not let a 
school administration desk turn you away just because your BSN is 
still pending. Under the Dutch constitutional right to education, a 
high school can legally enroll your child temporarily by generating a 
temporary education number (onderwijsnummer) via the national 
DUO system. 

However, there is a major catch regarding your address if your child 
does not speak Dutch. If your teenager needs to attend an ISK 
(International Transition Class), priority and placement are strictly tied 
to your municipality. ISKs serve specific regions and often face severe 
capacity issues and waiting lists. Most ISKs or central municipal 
intake desks will not even process your application until you can 
provide a signed housing contract proving you actually live in their 
designated region. Therefore, for ISK students, securing your housing 
first is an absolute necessity. 

Phase 2: The Two Main Routes to High School 

Your teenagers admission process depends almost entirely on one 
question: Do they speak fluent Dutch? 

Route A: The ISK (Internationale Schakelklas)  

If your teenager (aged 12-18) does not speak Dutch, they generally 
cannot enter a regular Dutch high school directly. The academic gap 
would be too large. Instead, they must enroll in an ISK (International 
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Transition Class). This is a specialized, intensive immersion program 
that takes one to two years. The sole focus is learning the Dutch 
language and culture so they can successfully transition into the 
regular Dutch high school system afterward.  

How to apply: Many ISK schools use their own direct intake forms 
(often available in both Dutch and English), or you apply through a 
central municipal newcomer desk. 

Route B: Direct Entry via Regional Portals (Brugklas or 
Zij-instroom)  

If your teenager already speaks fluent Dutch (for example, if you are 
returning expats or moving from Flanders or Suriname), they can 
enter the regular system. If they attended a Dutch primary school, 
you will receive a unique login code from their teacher to submit 
your preference list via regional online portals (such as BOVO in The 
Hague or ELK in Amsterdam).  

The Expat Exception: If your child speaks Dutch but is arriving from a 
foreign primary school, you will not have this digital code or an official 
Dutch school recommendation (Schooladvies). In this case, you must 
contact the high school or the central regional portal directly and 
register as an international student. Because the school lacks official 
Dutch tracking data, your teenager will almost always be required to 
take a standardized capacity test (such as the NIO test) to determine 
whether they belong in the VMBO, HAVO, or VWO track. 

Phase 3: The High School Admission Dossier 

Because the Dutch high school system is tiered (VMBO, HAVO, VWO), 
schools need hard data to place your child in the right academic 
track. Prepare the following dossier: 

​Identity & Proof of Address Passports / ID Cards: ​
Copies for the student and the parents.  

​Proof of Address: ​
Crucial, as some regional portals give priority based on your 
postal code. 
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​The Educational Report (Onderwijskundig Rapport / OKR) ​
High schools do not just accept your teenager; they rely entirely 
on the OKR provided by their previous school. This file contains 
their academic history, behavior, and testing data. If you are 
arriving from abroad, the high school will often require 
translated transcripts and might ask your teenager to take a 
placement test (niveautoets). 

​The School Recommendation (Schooladvies) ​
If coming from a Dutch primary school, the teacher's official 
recommendation dictates exactly which high school level your 
child can apply for. You cannot apply for a VWO school if the 
recommendation says VMBO. 

​Special Educational Needs (SEN) ​
Files Any official documentation regarding dyslexia, ADHD, or 
extra testing time. High schools have Care Coordinators 
(Zorgcoördinatoren) who must arrange this before the school 
year starts. 

​Custody Agreements: ​
If you are divorced or separated, Dutch high schools strictly 
require proof of joint consent from both legal guardians to 
enroll a minor. One parent cannot unilaterally enroll a child. 
Bring the official custody documents with you to the intake. 

Phase 4: Decoding the High School Intake Form 

Whether you are filling out a digital portal or an ISK form, you will 
encounter strict bureaucratic terms. Here is your cheat sheet: 

●​ Burgerservicenummer (BSN) ​
Your teenager's Dutch social security number (or the temporary 
DUO number). 

●​ Ouderlijk gezag ​
Parental authority or legal custody. If divorced or separated, 
high schools strictly require proof of joint consent from both 
legal guardians to enroll a minor. 

●​ Vooropleiding / Herkomstschool ​
Previous education or originating school. The name and 
contact details of the school your teenager previously attended. 
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●​ Niveau / Schooladvies ​
The academic track (VMBO, HAVO, VWO). You must check the 
box that perfectly matches the official recommendation given 
by the previous school. 

●​ Profielkeuze / Vakkenpakket ​
If your teenager enters in the 3rd year or higher, the form will 
ask you to select a specific profile (like Science & Health or 
Economy & Society) and a package of elective subjects. 

●​ LWOO (Leerwegondersteunend Onderwijs) / Passend 
Onderwijs) ​
Learning support. Check this if your child has an official 
indication that they need extra academic or behavioral help to 
successfully complete their high school track. 

●​ Toestemming Beeldmateriaal (AVG) ​
GDPR photo and video consent. Checkboxes asking if you give 
permission for your teenagers photo to be used on the school 
app, website, or social media. 

●​ Noodnummer / Contactpersoon bij nood ​
Emergency contact. Provide at least two phone numbers.
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Dutch School Culture & The Classic Expat Traps 

Entering a Dutch primary school means stepping into a deeply 
egalitarian, community-driven culture. Unlike in many other 
countries where the school is a strict, formal institution providing a 
paid service, a Dutch school functions as a partnership between 
teachers and parents. 

To thrive (and avoid social blunders), you need to understand the 
unwritten rules of the etiquette and navigate the classic traps that 
catch almost every expat off guard. 

Unwritten Rules of the School 

The Voluntary Parental Contribution (Vrijwillige Ouderbijdrage) 
Public education in the Netherlands is free, but schools will ask for a 
voluntary yearly contribution (usually between €50 and €150). This 
money funds the "extras": the arrival of Sinterklaas, school trips, and 
the famous school camp in Group 8. 

The DSN Reality Check: By strict Dutch law, this contribution is 100% 
voluntary, and a school is legally prohibited from excluding your child 
from any activity (including the multi-day school camp) if you do not 
pay. However, the Dutch system operates heavily on the cultural 
principle of solidarity ("the strongest shoulders bear the heaviest 
burdens"). If you can afford the fee, it is highly expected that you pay 
it. Without these collective contributions, schools simply have to 
cancel these beloved traditions for everyone. 

A logistical warning: The number of festive activities varies wildly per 
school. A school that organizes endless events might sound 
wonderful, but remember: more activities mean more expected 
parent participation. If both parents work demanding full-time jobs, 
a highly active school might become a logistical burden. You don't 
have to participate in everything, but it helps to choose a school that 
matches your family's availability. 
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Parent Participation & The "Luizenmoeder" ​
Schools rely heavily on parent volunteers. You will be asked to help 
decorate the school, drive kids to a museum, or bring a homemade 
dish to the annual Christmas dinner. You might even hear the term 
Luizenmoeder (Lice Mother): parents who volunteer to check 
children's hair for head lice after every holiday. Participating in at 
least one activity a year is the fastest way to integrate and show 
goodwill to the teachers. 

Communication: The App Culture ​
Most official communication goes through a secure parent portal 
app (like Parro, SocialSchools, or SchouderCom). However, be 
prepared for the unofficial Class WhatsApp group (Klassenapp) run 
by parents. This is where playdates are arranged, lost coats are 
tracked down, and teacher gifts are organized. It can be 
overwhelming, but joining it is essential for your child's social 
logistics. 

Gym: The mandatory hour you don't want to miss​
Physical education, universally called "gym" in the Netherlands, isn't 
an afterthought. It's a fully-fledged part of the curriculum. From 
group 1 onward, children receive weekly gym lessons, often in a 
dedicated gym hall next to or near the school. 

What you need to know about gym clothing: 

●​ Gym shoes: Mandatory, and importantly: they must be indoor 
shoes with light soles (no black soles that leave marks). Most 
schools require shoes without laces for the youngest children, 
or velcro shoes. 

●​ Gym clothes: Shorts and a t-shirt are the norm. Leotards are 
allowed but not the usual. For most schools, the rule is: no 
street clothes in the gym hall. 

●​ Towel and showering: The policy on showering after primary 
school gym class varies wildly across the country. While a 
growing number of schools have abolished it due to time 
constraints and modern privacy protocols, there are still plenty 
of schools where a quick, communal shower is a mandatory 
part of the routine. 
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The DSN Advice: Never assume the policy based on your home 
country. Always explicitly ask about the specific gym and showering 
protocol during your school tour. This prevents surprises and ensures 
you can prepare your child properly for the routine. 

Parent participation: For kindergarten gym, parents are sometimes 
asked to help with dressing and undressing. This is often organized 
through a rotation system in the class WhatsApp group. 

What if my child can't participate?​
Swimming lessons, gymnastics, or just not in the mood? A note from 
home is customary, but use it sparingly. Gym isn't an optional activity; 
it's part of social-emotional development and team building. For 
injuries, send a note; for structural issues (like a child who refuses), 
talk to the classroom teacher. 

DSN Tip: Buy two sets of gym clothes at once. Gym gear stays at 
school in its own bag and is only sent home for washing a few times 
a year. A backup set prevents panic when the first is still in the 
laundry. 

Teacher Meetings & The Morning Drop-off Etiquette ​
In the Netherlands, formal updates on your child's progress are 
usually limited to two strict "10-minute meetings" 
(10-minutengesprekken) per year. If you have urgent, genuine 
concerns, it is always possible to schedule an extra appointment, but 
use this sparingly. Dutch teachers have high administrative 
workloads and deeply value their boundaries. 

The DSN Reality Check (The Drop-off Rule): Never ambush a teacher 
with questions or concerns during the morning drop-off. The teacher 
stands at the door with a specific pedagogical purpose: to greet the 
children, look them in the eyes, and assess their emotional state for 
the day. A quick logistical remark ("He forgot his gym bag, I'll bring it 
later") is perfectly fine, but keep it under ten seconds. If you need to 
discuss academics, social struggles, or well-being, send a message 
through the school app to schedule a proper meeting. 
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Birthday Treats (Traktaties)​
When your child celebrates their birthday, they get to hand out a 
treat to their classmates. 

The Golden Rule: Keep it small, simple, and preferably healthy. Dutch 
culture heavily frowns upon extravagance. Do not bring massive 
cupcakes, expensive toys, or extravagant goodie bags. A decorated 
piece of fruit, a breadstick, or a small box of raisins is exactly what the 
teacher expects. 

Studiedagen (Teacher Training Days): The days off nobody warns 
you about​
You've already marked school holidays in your calendar. You've 
arranged your own work schedule around them. And then you 
discover: the school is closed much more often than you thought. 

In the Netherlands, schools have so-called studiedagen (also called 
margedagen or teamdagen). These are days when the teaching team 
undergoes training, meets, or evaluates the curriculum. For students, 
this means: day off. 

How many studiedagen are there?​
It varies by school, but expect 5 to 10 days per school year . They're 
often unevenly distributed: sometimes a single day, sometimes an 
afternoon, sometimes two days in a row.  

Why does this matter?​
Because these are days when you, as a parent, must arrange 
childcare. If both parents work, you'll need to take time off, find a 
sitter or arrange the BSO. BSO (after-school care) is often open, but 
you need to arrange this well in advance.  

DSN Strategy: 

1.​ Ask for the full annual schedule during your school tour. Not 
just the holidays, but all studiedagen and margedagen. 

2.​ Put them in your calendar immediately. Surprises are fun for 
birthdays, not for childcare. 
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3.​ Check if the BSO offers special programs on these days. 
Some BSOs organize activities on studiedagen, but you often 
need to book this separately. 

4.​ Trade with other parents. ​
Through the class WhatsApp group, you can swap childcare 
days. You take the neighbor's kids on one studiedag, they take 
yours on another. 

The studiedag is a typical Dutch phenomenon: educationally sound, 
but for working parents, a logistical challenge. Be prepared. 

 

The 4 Classic Expat Traps 

Now that you understand the culture, it is time to look at the 
logistics. Because the Dutch system is so unique, highly educated 
expats often make assumptions based on their home country. These 
are the four biggest traps—and how DSN helps you avoid them. 

Trap 1: The "After-School Care" (BSO) Disconnect 

The Assumption: "My child has a spot at the school, which means 
childcare until 17:30 is automatically sorted." 

The Hard Reality: In the Netherlands, the primary school and the 
After-School Care (Buitenschoolse Opvang or BSO) are usually 
entirely separate commercial organizations, even if they operate 
inside the exact same building. Securing a school spot does not 
guarantee a BSO spot. Currently, 
BSO waiting lists are often longer 
than the waiting lists for the 
schools themselves. 
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Trap 2: The "Bilingual" Illusion 

The Assumption: "The school website says they offer 'EarlyBird' 
English, so the teacher can instruct my child in English." 

The Hard Reality: Unless it is an official 'TTO' (Bilingual Education) 
school, "English from Group 1" usually means the teacher sings 
English songs or plays a game for 30 to 60 minutes a week. The main 
language of instruction, the language on the playground, and the 
language during math are 100% hard, uncompromising Dutch. 

Do not choose a school purely because they advertise “English 
lessons.” Choose a school based on their NT2 (Dutch as a Second 
Language) protocol and how they actively support a child who 
doesn’t speak Dutch yet. 

 

Trap 3: The "Best School in the City" Commute 

The Assumption: "I don't mind driving my child 30 minutes across 
town every day, because that school has the highest test scores." 

The Hard Reality: In the Netherlands, the primary school is the 
epicenter of the neighborhood's social life. Children arrange 
spontaneous playdates on the schoolyard and bike to each other's 
houses. If your child lives on the other side of the city, they will miss 
out on this spontaneous social interaction. Driving your child across 
town destroys their chance of true integration. 

 

Trap 4: The 4th Birthday Rule & The "Diaper" Clause 

The Assumption: "All children in Kindergarten (Group 1) start at the 
exact same time after the summer holidays." 

The Hard Reality: Children in the Netherlands start school on the day 
after they turn 4 years old or when they are older (compulsory 
education starts at age 5). This means the classroom dynamics 
constantly shift throughout the year as new 4-year-olds trickle in. 

© 2026 Dutch School Navigator | www.dutchschoolnavigator.nl | 37 



 

Furthermore, what many expats don't realize: the teacher is not a 
nanny. Your child must be fully potty-trained to be allowed to start 
school. 

Prepare your child for entering a classroom where friendship groups 
are already established. And start the potty training well before your 
flight to the Netherlands! 
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Entering High School (Voortgezet Onderwijs): A Whole New 
Dynamic 

Trap 5: The ISK Detour (International Transition Class) ​
The Assumption: "My 14-year-old is brilliant at math, so they can just 
enroll directly into the highest level of a regular Dutch high school 
and learn the language as they go." ​
​
The Hard Reality: Dutch high schools almost never accept older 
children who do not speak fluent Dutch into their regular programs. 
The academic vocabulary is simply too complex. Non-Dutch 
speaking teenagers (usually ages 12-18) are legally required to spend 1 
to 2 years in an ISK (Internationale 
Schakelklas). Here, they get 
intensive, full-time Dutch 
language immersion before they 
are allowed to transition into the 
regular Dutch high school system.   

 

Trap 6: The Helicopter Parent Clash ​
The Assumption: "If my teenager forgets their homework or gets a 
bad grade, the teacher will email me so we can fix it together." ​
​
The Hard Reality: Dutch high schools treat teenagers as young 
adults. The culture shifts dramatically from the cozy primary school to 
strict independence. Teachers will almost never email you if your 
child misses a deadline or fails a test. They expect the student to take 
responsibility, talk to the teacher, and solve their own problems. 
Parents who constantly email teachers to intervene are heavily 
frowned upon and labeled as "curling parents" (sweeping every 
obstacle out of the way). Instead, parents are expected to monitor 
their child's progress, homework, and grades themselves via official 
school apps like Magister or Somtoday.​
​
If you have concerns about specific grades, save them for the 
twice-yearly 10-minute parent-teacher meetings (oudergesprekken). 
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During these evenings, you can schedule brief appointments with 
specific subject teachers, alongside the Mentor. For structural or 
urgent well-being issues during the rest of the year, your single point 
of contact is always the Mentor.​
​
Trap 7: The Biking Commute (Rain or Shine) ​
The Assumption: "The high school is 10 kilometers away, so I need to 
figure out the school bus route or drive them every morning." ​
​
The Hard Reality: There are no yellow school buses in the 
Netherlands. Driving your teenager to high school is considered a 
massive social faux pas and practically ruins their street credit. Rain, 
wind, or snow, Dutch teenagers bike to school, often in large groups 
from their neighborhood. A 10 to 
15-kilometer bike ride each way 
is completely normal. ​
​
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The DSN Orientation Dictionary 

When you browse Dutch school websites, you will be bombarded 
with acronyms and educational jargon that even Google Translate 
struggles with. To navigate your school search like a local, you need 
to understand the true meaning behind these terms. 

Here is your DSN cheat sheet of the 25 most important Dutch 
primary school terms. 

1.​ Brugklas ​
Literal translation: Bridge class. ​
​
The first year (and sometimes the second year) of high school. It 
is designed as a transition period to help 12-year-olds adjust to 
having different teachers for every subject, carrying heavy 
backpacks, and navigating a massive school building.​
 

2.​ BSO (Buitenschoolse Opvang)​
Literal translation: After-school care. ​
​
A private, paid service for childcare after school. Often has 
massive waiting lists. Book this at the exact same time you 
apply for a school.​
 

3.​ Cito-toets (or LVS toets)​
Literal translation: Standardized testing system. ​
​
Twice a year, schools test children's math, reading, and spelling 
to track their progress against the national average. While 
many Dutch people still informally call these "Cito tests" (after 
the largest testing company), schools actually use various 
government-approved testing brands (like Cito, IEP, or Route8). ​
 

4.​Continurooster​
Literal translation: Continuous schedule. ​
​
A highly popular schedule where children eat lunch in the 
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classroom with their teacher (usually a shorter lunch break) and 
finish school earlier, typically around 14:00 or 14:30 every day.​
 

5.​ Doorstroomtoets​
Literal translation: Flow-through test.​
​
The mandatory standardized test taken in Group 8 (age 11/12). It 
helps finalize the binding recommendation for which level of 
high school your child will attend. If the result of the Transition 
Test is higher than the teacher's provisional school 
recommendation, the school must adjust the recommendation 
upwards (unless it is clearly not in the best interest of the child).​
 

6.​ DUO (Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs)​
Literal translation: Education Executive Agency.​
​
The government body that handles student administration, 
funding, and the issuance of the temporary educational 
number if your child doesn't have a BSN yet.​
 

7.​ IB’er (Intern Begeleider)​
Literal translation: Internal Support Coordinator.​
​
Your most important contact person. This is the special 
education coordinator within the school. If your child has 
learning difficulties, behavioral challenges, or needs extra NT2 
support, the IB'er creates the action plan.​
 

8.​ IKC (Integraal Kindcentrum)​
Literal translation: Integrated Child Center.​
​
A relatively new concept where a daycare, preschool, primary 
school, and BSO are merged into one organization with one 
pedagogical vision. Highly convenient for working expat 
parents.​
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9.​ ISK (Internationale Schakelklas) ​
Literal translation: International Transition Class. ​
​
A specialized, intensive 1-to-2-year language immersion school 
for teenagers (12-18) newly arriving in the Netherlands. They 
must complete ISK before entering regular Dutch high schools.​
 

10.​Kanjertraining / Vreedzame School / Rots en Water training​
Literal translation: Tough-guy training / Peaceful School / Rock 
and Water training. ​
​
The most common social-emotional, resilience, and 
anti-bullying programs used in Dutch schools to teach kids how 
to set boundaries, build self-confidence, and resolve conflicts on 
the playground.​
 

11.​Klassenapp​
Literal translation: Class Whatsapp Group.​
​
The unofficial parent-run WhatsApp group used to track down 
lost coats, arrange chaperones for field trips and organize 
teacher gifts. Essential for your own social logistics.​
 

12.​ Klassenouder​
Literal translation: Class Parent.​
​
A parent volunteer who acts as the liaison between the teacher 
and the other parents. They run the WhatsApp group and 
organize chaperones for field trips.​
 

13.​LVS (Leerlingvolgsysteem)​
Literal translation: Student Tracking System.​
​
The digital dossier where the school records your child's grades, 
behavioral notes, and LVS-scores from Group 1 to Group 8.​
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14.​Magister / Somtoday ​
Literal translation: Educational software platforms. ​
​
The apps that will rule your teenager's life. In high school, this is 
where their daily schedule, homework, absences, and grades 
are strictly logged. Parents get their own login, but remember: 
use it to monitor, not to micromanage!​
 

15.​Mentor ​
Literal translation: Mentor / Homeroom teacher. ​
​
In high school, your child will have 10 to 15 different teachers. 
The Mentor is the one teacher assigned to oversee your child's 
overall academic progress and social-emotional well-being. This 
is your single point of contact for parent-teacher meetings.​
 

16.​MR (Medezeggenschapsraad)​
Literal translation: Participation council.​
​
A formal council of elected parents and teachers that advises 
the school board on major policy changes and school hours. 
Legally, the parent members of the MR must officially approve 
the exact amount and purpose of the Voluntary Parental 
Contribution each year.​
 

17.​NT2 (Nederlands als Tweede Taal)​
Literal translation: Dutch as a Second Language.​
​
The specific methodology used to teach Dutch to non-native 
speakers. Ask schools about their specific NT2 policy before 
enrolling.​
 

18.​Onderwijsinspectie​
Literal translation: The Inspectorate of Education. ​
​
The government watchdog. You can look up any school's official 
inspection report online to see if they are classified as Good, 
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Sufficient, or Very Weak (which is a massive red flag).​
 

19.​OR (Ouderraad)​
Literal translation: Parent Council. ​
​
The group of active parent volunteers who organize the fun 
stuff: the arrival of Sinterklaas, the Easter breakfast, and the 
summer fair. ​
 

20.​ Passend Onderwijs ​
Literal translation: Appropriate/Inclusive Education. ​
​
The Dutch national policy aiming to keep children with mild to 
moderate special needs in regular primary schools rather than 
sending them to special education.​
 

21.​Profielkeuze ​
Literal translation: Profile choice / Subject cluster choice. ​
​
At the end of the 3rd year (for HAVO/VWO), teenagers must 
choose a specific cluster of subjects to specialize in for their 
final exams (e.g., Culture & Society, or Nature & Health). This 
choice directly impacts what they can study at university.​
 

22.​ Samenwerkingsverband​
Literal translation: Collaborative Consortium. ​
​
The regional network of schools that work together to allocate 
funds for special needs. If a school cannot support your child, 
this is the organization that steps in to find a suitable place.​
 

23.​ Schooladvies​
Literal translation: School Recommendation. ​
​
The most critical moment in Dutch primary education. In Group 
8, the teacher gives a recommendation dictating which level of 
high school (VMBO, HAVO, or VWO) your child can attend 
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based on their 8-year track record.​
​
If your child scores higher on the national 'Doorstroomtoets' in 
February than the teacher initially advised, the school is now 
legally obligated to adjust the recommendation upwards, 
offering your child a chance at a higher academic track. ​
 

24.​ Schoolgids​
Literal translation: School Guide. ​
​
A legally required annual document published by every school. 
It contains their rules, anti-bullying protocols, holiday schedules, 
and academic goals. Always download this from their website.​
 

25.​ Studiedag (sometimes: Margedag)​
Literal translation: Study day.​
​
Teacher training days. The school is closed, and you must 
arrange your own childcare. Dutch schools have several of these 
scattered randomly throughout the year, so check the school 
calendar early.​
 

26.​ TSO (Tussenschoolse Opvang / Overblijven)​
Literal translation: Lunchtime supervision. ​
​
If a school does not have a continuous schedule, children have 
a long lunch break. You either take them home for lunch, or pay 
a small fee for TSO, where parent volunteers or BSO workers 
supervise them while they eat.​
 

27.​ Vakleerkracht ​
Literal translation: Specialist Teacher. ​
​
Regular teachers teach almost everything, but schools hire a 
specialist teacher for specific subjects like physical education 
(gymnastics) or music.​
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28.​ VMBO / HAVO / VWO ​
Literal translation: Preparatory middle-level applied, Higher 
general, and Pre-university education. ​
​
The three main tracks of the Dutch high school system, divided 
by academic level and learning style (practical vs. theoretical). 
The track your child enters is determined by the binding 
'Schooladvies' at the end of primary school.​
 

29.​ Wendagen ​
Literal translation: Acclimatization days. ​
​
Before a 4-year-old officially starts school, they are allowed a 
few practice mornings to get used to the classroom, the 
teacher, and the overwhelming noise of the playground.​
 

30.​ Zorgplicht ​
Literal translation: Duty of Care. ​
​
Your legal safety net. If you apply to a school and your child 
requires extra support, the school cannot simply reject you. 
They have a legal duty to either accommodate your child or 
actively find a place at a suitable school within the region. 
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Meet Your Guide: Esther ten Hove 

I created the Dutch Education Navigator because I believe a school 
placement isn’t just a logistical box to check, it is the foundation of 
your new life. 

With a degree in Public Administration from Leiden University and 
years of teaching in the Dutch Montessori system, I know this 
landscape inside out. But it wasn’t until I moved to Italy myself that I 
truly understood the 'Expat Weight.' Navigating a foreign 
bureaucracy is exhausting. I now combine the insider knowledge of a 
Dutch teacher with the outsider empathy of an expat. 

The Dutch schooling system is under immense pressure from 
lotteries, complex Cito scores, and opaque waiting lists. Information is 
free, but in an overheated market, clarity is your most valuable asset. I 
don’t offer magic shortcuts; I offer a strategic advantage based on 
facts, not rumors. 

This manual gave you the blueprint, but you don't have to build the 
house alone. I am here to help you personally: 

●​ The Family Foundation & The Head Start: Let Dutch School 
Navigator take the wheel. From building a strategic school list 
to navigating the lotteries and waiting lists, I manage the 
bureaucracy and find the perfect match for your child. 

●​ 1-on-1 Strategic Call: Stop guessing and start planning. Let's sit 
down to decode the local school profiles, admission rules, and 
your best options in a targeted strategy session. 

●​ The Seamless Integration (VIP Support): I hold your hand 
throughout the entire first year, supporting your family with 
everything from the initial school placement to after-school 
activities and parent-teacher communication. 

Let's turn your family's relocation into a true success story, starting 
with a soft landing. 

Book Your Free Discovery Call or view the packages at Dutch School 
Navigator. 
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