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Welcome to The Family Integration Toolkit

Moving to the Netherlands is about more than just finding the right
school, it is about understanding the unique social fabric that makes
Dutch education and community life so distinctive. While your child
settles into their new classroom, you are simultaneously stepping
into a new social rhythm: one filled with unwritten rules, specific
communication styles, and cultural expectations that can often feel
like @ maze for new arrivals.

We have designed this toolkit to be your roadmap to navigating this
landscape with confidence. To help you thrive, this guide is divided
into three core pillars:

e School Connection & Communication: Learn how to navigate
school reports, formal and informal meetings, and the specific
etiquette required to build a productive, respectful partnership
with your child’s teachers.

e The Social Playbook: Decode the "unwritten" rules of the
Dutch social scene. From organizing birthday parties to the
customs surrounding playdates, this section provides the
practical insights you need to help your child forge lasting
friendships.

e Beyond the Classroom: Integration extends far beyond school
hours. We provide a comprehensive guide to navigating the
world of local sports, hobbies, and extracurricular activities.
Helping you understand how to become an active part of your
local community.

Whether you are decoding a school email or planning your child’s
first local sports sign-up, this toolkit provides the strategies to foster
meaningful connections. Our goal is to ensure that your family’s
transition is not just a logistical success, but a rewarding social
journey.

Esther

Dutch School Navigator
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School Connection & Communication

Decoding the Primary School Report Card

The biggest culture shock for expat parents often happens when
they receive their child's first Dutch report card. If you are used to a
system where an A+ is the standard and a C is a failure, you need to
recalibrate your expectations.

In the Netherlands, the educational philosophy is deeply rooted in
egalitarianism. Perfection is rarely the goal. The goal is steady, healthy
development. If your child scores a Voldoende (Sufficient), it does not
mean they are barely passing; it means they are doing exactly what is
expected of them for their age.

Part 1: The Method Tests

These are the grades your child gets for their regular work in subjects
like spelling, reading, and math. Before you look at the letters, it is
important to understand how these method tests are administered.
In many international systems, children are subjected to daily
quizzes, weekly spelling bees, or high-stakes Friday exams. The Dutch
primary system actively avoids this constant testing pressure.

Your child is not being tested every single day or even every week.
Instead, these method tests are usually given at the end of a specific
learning block, chapter, or theme. For example, after spending three
or four weeks learning a new math concept or a specific spelling rule,
the teacher will give a short test to see how well the class has
grasped the material.

These tests are designed to reflect the daily work your child does in
the classroom. They are practical, straightforward, and primarily serve
as a diagnostic tool for the teacher rather than a final judgment of
your child. If the results show that a child has not fully understood
the concept, the teacher knows exactly what to review with them in
the upcoming weeks.

© 2026 Dutch School Navigator | www.dutchschoolnavigator.nl |4



Because the focus is on development rather than competition, most
primary schools do not use a harsh 1to 10 grading scale for young
children. Instead, they use a friendly, standardized letter system
ranging from O to G to assess this progress. This scale focuses on
mastery and understanding.

In the table below, you can read exactly what each letter in this O to
G scale means and how you should interpret it when you see it on

the report card.

O (Onvoldoende)

Insufficient.

Your child is struggling with this specific
topic and needs extra practice. The teacher is
already aware and helping them.

M (Matig)

Mediocre or Moderate.

Your child grasps the basics but struggles
with frequent errors. Consistent '"M' grades
across subjects or report periods signal a
need for additional support to address
potential underlying learning challenges.

V (Voldoende)

Sufficient.

Congratulations! This is a perfectly fine, solid
grade in the Netherlands. Your child is right
on track. Do not push for more if your child is

happy.

RV (Ruim
Voldoende)

More than sufficient.
Your child has a strong grasp of the material
and is doing very well.
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G (Goed) / ZG (Zeer | Good / Very Good.
Goed) Your child excels in this subject.

When you receive the report card, do not just look at the math and
reading scores. Dutch primary schools place a massive emphasis on a
child's social-emotional development and their overall approach to
learning. In fact, these elements are often the very first things
evaluated on the report card.

You will see categories such as work attitude (werkhouding),
independence (zelfstandigheid), collaborating (samenwerken), and
concentration (concentratie). The teacher uses these sections to
communicate how your child functions within the group dynamic
and how they manage their daily tasks.

For a Dutch teacher, it is just as important that a child can work
independently for twenty minutes or resolve a minor conflict on the
playground as it is for them to spell a word correctly. This is not just
filler information. When it comes time for the binding high school
recommendation (Schooladvies) in Group 8, your child’'s work
attitude is a major deciding factor. A child with average academic
scores but an exceptional, highly independent work attitude might
be recommended for a higher academic track because the teacher
trusts their resilience and focus.

If you see a V or a G in these social categories, it is a huge
compliment. Always make sure to celebrate positive remarks in this
section just as much as an excellent math score.

Part 2: The National Tracking Tests (LVS)

Twice a year (usually in January and June), primary schools conduct
standardized tests to see how your child compares to the national
average. This is called the Leerlingvolgsysteem (LVS). These are not
exams you can study for, and they do not determine whether your
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child passes or fails the year. They are simply measurement tools for
the teacher.

Because the Dutch system is currently transitioning, you might
encounter three different scoring methods depending on the school:

Leerling in Beeld (Cito)

Recently, the traditional testing systems were replaced by highly
modernized, adaptive digital tests. This means the difficulty of the
qguestions adjusts automatically during the test based on your child's
previous answers, preventing frustration and providing a much more
precise measurement. To divide all students in the Netherlands into
equal groups based on their percentile score against the national
average, the system uses Roman numerals (I to V).

I The top 20 percent of the country.

I The next 20 percent, above average.

Il | The middle 20 percent, average.

IV | The next 20 percent, below average.

V The lowest 20 percent

Think of it like Olympic medals: | is gold (top 20%), Il is silver, Il is
bronze (the middle), IV and V are the remaining groups.

The IEP System

Many schools are moving away from Cito and adopting the IEP
system. |[EP intentionally aims to reduce test stress by focusing on a
Complete Child Profile. It believes a child is more than just math and
language, actively incorporating their social-emotional development,
learning approach, and creative abilities into the tracking system.

IEP intentionally chooses not to use adaptive digital testing. They
believe that a computer algorithm that constantly gives a child
harder questions can damage their confidence. Instead, the teacher
manually selects a test level where the child can experience success.
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IEP does not compare your child to other children using traditional
letters or numerals. Instead, it looks purely at individual growth.
Scores are given in development levels (Ontwikkelingsniveaus), such
as 1F, 2F, or 1S.

You will receive a visual report card with a bubble chart
(bollengrafiek). As long as the bubble moves forward from the
previous test, your child is growing. Not every bubble moves every
time. A plateau in one area while other areas grow is completely
normal. The teacher will tell you if growth in a specific area is too
slow.

Boom LVS

Another popular alternative to Cito or IEP is the Boom LVS. What
makes Boom unique is its three-step approach: Expecting, Following,
and Deepening. It does not just track what a child does, it first maps
out the child's cognitive potential. This helps the teacher see
immediately if a child is underperforming or overperforming relative
to their own capabilities. Boom tests are not digitally adaptive.
Instead, based on the child's potential, the teacher can manually
assign an easier or harder test block to match their specific needs.

While Boom can use the Roman numeral system (Il to V) to show how
your child compares to national peers, its main focusison a
continuous skill score (vaardigheidsscore) and individual growth over
time. Boom provides a visual growth curve (groeilijn). For expat
parents, the most important thing to look at is not the specific
numerical score, but the upward trend of the line on the graph. As
long as your child's personal line is going up and runs roughly parallel
to the national average line, they are learning at a healthy, steady
pace.

Dia-LVS (Diataal)

Dia-LVS is a tracking system originally focused purely on Dutch
language skills but it now includes math as well. The Dia-LVS tests
are adaptive. This means the difficulty of the questions adjusts
automatically during the test based on whether the child answers
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correctly or incorrectly, which prevents frustration for children who
are struggling.

It is highly visual and uses national reference levels
(referentieniveaus) such as 1F, 2F, or 1S, rather than traditional grades.
Dia-LVS is excellent for expats because it visually connects your
child's current performance directly to their potential future high
school track. Instead of giving a confusing letter or numeral, the
report often shows a clear trajectory graph, indicating whether your
child is currently on a path toward VMBO, HAVO, or VWO.

Furthermore, the Dia-LVS system is desighed to seamlessly continue
into secondary education, providing a smooth data transition.

Decoding the Reference Levels (Referentieniveaus: 1F, 2F, 15)
When reviewing your child’s IEP or Dia-LVS tracking results, you will
frequently encounter scores given in development levels, such as TF,
2F, or 1S. These are the official Dutch national target levels. Here is
exactly what they mean for your child's progress:

¢ 1F (Fundamenteel): The fundamental, basic baseline level that
every child is expected to reach by the end of primary school
(Group 8).

e 1S (Streefniveau): The higher target level for faster or more
advanced learners. If your child scores 1S in math or reading,
they are performing above the standard baseline.

e 2F /3F: These are secondary school levels. If your primary
school child already scores a 2F in reading, they are
exceptionally ahead and functioning at a high school level!

The DSN Golden Rule for Report Cards

Never panic over one low LVS score. Dutch teachers do not look at
single snapshots; they look at the trend line. If your child drops from
an Ato a Cin one semester, the teacher will investigate. But if your
child consistently scores a C or a lll, they are doing absolutely fine in
the Dutch system.
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Decoding High School Grades

Once your child enters secondary education (Voortgezet Onderwijs),
the friendly O to G letters disappear entirely. High school in the
Netherlands is strictly grade-based, using a 1to 10 scale. If you are an
expat parent, especially from the US, the UK, or Asia, you need to
mentally prepare yourself for the Dutch grading philosophy. It is
notoriously strict, deeply rooted in egalitarianism, and can be
incredibly frustrating if you do not understand the cultural nuances
behind the numbers.

The 1to 10 Scale and the Zesjescultuur

In many international educational systems, grade inflation is a real
phenomenon. An A or a 100 percent score is often the expected
standard for a bright, hardworking student. Anything less feels like a
disappointment or a missed opportunity. In the Netherlands, this
mindset simply does not exist. The Dutch system does not believe in
grade inflation. In fact, teachers actively fight against it.

An 8 is considered excellent. A 9 is exceptional and extremely rare.
And a 10 is practically a myth. There is a famous Dutch saying among
high school students and teachers alike: A six is a student's ten. This
phenomenon is known as the Zesjescultuur, which translates to the
culture of the six. It means that passing the test is the ultimate goal.
For many Dutch teenagers, striving for absolute perfection is seen as
unnecessary stress and a waste of social time.

To understand the low grades, you also have to understand how tests
are graded. Dutch high school teachers use incredibly strict rubrics. A
test is not just about memorizing facts; it often involves open-ended
guestions where the student must prove deep comprehension and
critical thinking. Losing points for minor calculation errors in math or
tiny spelling mistakes in a history essay is standard practice.
Therefore, scoring a perfect 10 on a complex exam is almost
statistically impossible.

Unlike the relaxed, low-stakes testing in primary school, high school
introduces a highly concentrated testing environment. Your teenager
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will experience Test Weeks (Proefwerkweken) three or four times a
year. During these weeks, normal classes stop, and students take two
or three major exams per day. The grades from these heavy test
weeks weigh heavily on their final average. It is completely normal for
a student to become overwhelmed during this exhausting week and
score a 4 on a Tuesday, only to repair it later in the semester with a 7.

Before you look at the breakdown of the grades, take a deep breath.
When your high-achieving teenager comes home with their very first
6.5, do not ground them or immediately hire a tutor. Look at the
context, check the class average in the school app, and realize they
are adapting to one of the most rigorous grading curves in the world.

Here is how you should actually interpret the numbers on your
teenagers report card when you log into the system:

1 Extremely poor. Rarely given unless a student hands in a
completely blank test or cheats.

Very poor. This score will severely damage their average.

Poor. This score will severely damage their average.

2
3
4 Hard fail. This score will impact their average.
5

Almost sufficient. This is a fail, but it can usually be repaired
or compensated.

55 The ‘line’, everything from a 5.5 and up is sufficient.

6 Sufficient. The holy grail for many Dutch teenagers. This
means they know exactly enough to pass. Do not be angry
ata 6.0 ora 6.5; it is a perfectly acceptable grade.

7 Amply sufficient. Your child has a solid understanding of the
material.

8 Good. Your child is doing great and stands out in the class.

9 Very good. Exceptional work.

10 Outstanding. As the Dutch say: Only for the teacher and

God. Absolute perfection.
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Passing to the Next Year (Overgangsnormen)

Moving to the next grade in high school is not guaranteed. It is
entirely based on your child’s report card at the end of the year. The
exact rules for passing (overgangsnormen) differ slightly per school
and per level (VMBO, HAVO, VWO), so you must always check the
official school guide. However, the general mathematical rules are
almost always the same.

The Magic Number:

A 5.5 is officially a passing grade (Voldoende) and is usually rounded
up to a 6 on a report card.

The Standard Pass (The "One Fail" Rule): A standard pass allows a
student to have exactly one 5 on their final report card without
needing any extra compensation, provided the core subjects rule
below is strictly met. In this ideal scenario, all other grades on the
report card must be a 6 or higher.

The Compensation Rule: What happens if your child scores a 4 (a
hard fail) or gets two 5s on their final report card? In that case, a basic
6 in another subject is no longer enough to save them. The school
will demand higher compensation grades. To balance out multiple
failing grades and bring their overall average back to an acceptable
level, they will typically need at least a 7 or an 8 in their other
subjects. If your child accumulates too many failing grades without
enough 7s or 8s to compensate, they will have to repeat the entire
year (blijven zitten).

The Core Subjects Rule (De Kernvakkenregel):

This is the exact rule mentioned above, and it is the most critical one
for expats to understand, as it causes the most heartbreak. In the
Dutch system, three subjects are considered the Holy Trinity: Dutch
(Nederlands), English (Engels), and Mathematics (Wiskunde). These
are the core subjects (kernvakken).
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Because Dutch high schools place immense value on these three
pillars, a strict national rule applies: A student is allowed a maximum
of one 5 across these three core subjects.

This means your teenager cannot have a 4 in any of these subjects.
They also cannot have two 5s across these specific subjects. Even if
your child scores brilliant 9s in Biology, History, and Physics, if they
score a 5in Dutch and a 5in English, they will fail the year or fail to
graduate. There is zero leniency here. For expat teenagers, the Dutch
language requirement is often the biggest hurdle, so keep a very
close eye on this specific grade.

Magister and Somtoday

Almost every high school in the Netherlands uses a digital portal and
app, usually Magister or Somtoday. Both parents and students
receive their own login. This app is your holy grail for survival. It
contains their schedule, homework, and most importantly, their
grades.

Whenever a teacher uploads a grade for a test, the app automatically
calculates the class average. If you tap on your child’s specific grade
in the app, a detail screen will pop up. Here, you can see how heavily
the test weighs towards their final average, but you will also see the
class average for that exact exam.

Before you get upset about a 5.5, always check the app. If the class
average for that physics test was a 4.8, your teenager actually
performed exceptionally well on a brutally difficult exam. Checking
the class average is the fastest way to understand the reality of Dutch
grading and protect your child from unfair pressure.

© 2026 Dutch School Navigator | www.dutchschoolnavigator.nl [13



Communication and Dutch Directness

Before you send an email or step into a classroom for a meeting, you
need to understand one crucial cultural difference: Dutch directness.

In many English-speaking cultures, teachers use the sandwich
method. They will give you a compliment, followed by a point of
criticism, and end with another compliment to soften the blow. You
might spend five minutes talking about how wonderful a child is
before gently mentioning a small area of improvement.

Dutch teachers are actually taught the sandwich method during
their training, but they execute it with typical Dutch efficiency. The
"bread" of the sandwich is very thin. A teacher might start with one
quick positive sentence, immediately drop a very direct point of
criticism, and wrap it up in ten seconds. They might say: "He is a very
cheerful boy. However, he talks too much during independent work
and his handwriting is messy. We are working on that."

To an expat, this can feel incredibly rude or like a personal attack on
their child. Please know that it is not. The teacher is simply stating
observations to quickly get to a solution. Do not get defensive. Thank
them for their honesty, ask how you can help at home, and
appreciate that you will always know exactly where you stand with a
Dutch teacher.

What if you disagree with the teacher?

What if you disagree with the teacher?

Dutch directness can sometimes feel like a verdict, not feedback. If
you genuinely disagree with a teacher's assessment of your child,
here's how to handle it constructively:

1. Wait 24 hours. The Dutch "sandwich method" may have felt
blunt, but reacting emotionally in the moment rarely helps.
Give yourself time to process.

2. Request a follow-up meeting. Send a calm message via the
school app: "Thank you for your feedback during the 10-minute
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meeting. We'd like to schedule a longer conversation to better
understand how we can support [child's name] at home."

3. Come with questions, not accusations. Ask: "Can you tell us
more about when this behavior happens?" or "What have you
tried so far, and how can we reinforce that at home?".

4. Involve the IB'er (internal support coordinator) if needed. If
you've met with the teacher and still feel your child's needs
aren't being understood, request a meeting with the IB'er
present. This is normal and not seen as escalation, it's
collaboration.

5. Remember the goal. Dutch teachers genuinely want what's
best for your child. They may express it differently than you're
used to, but their intent is rarely personal. A calm, curious
approach will almost always lead to a productive conversation.

Primary School Communication

In primary school, your child's classroom teacher (groepsleerkracht)
is usually your single point of contact for everything from sickness to
behavioral issues.

However, if academic or behavioral problems escalate, the school will
involve the Intern Begeleider (IB'er). This is the school's Special
Educational Needs Coordinator. In severe cases, the principal
(directeur) might also step in.

You will never be blindsided by this. In the Dutch system, parents are
always officially informed and invited to a joint meeting before this
level of escalation happens. The IB'er is there to help create an action
plan for your child, not to punish them.

The 10-Minute Meeting (Tienminutengesprek) Two or three times a
year, primary schools host parent-teacher conferences. These are
famously short and strictly timed. A timer or a school bell might
actually ring to signal your ten minutes are up.

The focus is heavily on your child's social-emotional well-being and
their overall growth. Many schools now conduct portfolio
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conversations, meaning your child is expected to lead the meeting
and show you their work, with the teacher guiding the process.
Prepare your most important question beforehand, because the time
flies.

Primary School Email Templates

Communication usually happens via a dedicated parent app (like
Parro, Kwieb, Ouderportaal or Social Schools) or via email directly to
the teacher.

Reporting Sick (Ziekmelden)

English Meaning: Unfortunately, my child is sick today and cannot
attend school. We will keep you updated.

Subject: Ziekmelding - [Child's Name] - [Class/Group]
Beste [Teacher's Name],

Helaas is [Child's Name] vandaag ziek en kan hij/zij niet naar school
komen. We houden u op de hoogte.

Met vriendelijke groet,
[Your Name]

Doctor / Dentist Appointment (Doktersafspraak /
tandartsafspraak)

English meaning: My child has a doctor’s / dentist appointment on
[Date] at [Time]. Because of this, they will arrive a bit later.

Subject: Doktersafspraak - [Child's Name] - [Class/Group]
Beste [Teacher's Name],

[Child's Name] heeft een doktersafspraak / tandartsafspraak op
[Date] om [Time]. Hij/zij zal daardoor iets later op school zijn.

Met vriendelijke groet,

[Your Name]
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English meaning: My child has a doctor's / dentist appointment on
[Date] at [Time]. Because of this, they need to leave school early. |
will pick them up at [Time].

Subject: Doktersafspraak - [Child's Name] - [Class/Group]
Beste [Teacher's Name],

[Child's Name] heeft een doktersafspraak / tandartsafspraak op
[Date] om [Time]. Hij/zij zal daardoor wat eerder moeten vertrekken.
Ik zal hem/haar om [Time] ophalen.

Met vriendelijke groet,

[Your Name]

The Playdate Pitch (Via WhatsApp to another parent)

English meaning: Hi [Parent’'s name]! My child would love to play
with yours soon. Would they be free to play at our house next [Day]
afternoon? | can pick them both up from school. Let me know if that
works!

Hoi [Parent's Name]!

[Your Child's Name] zou het heel leuk vinden om binnenkort een
keer met [Other Child's Name] te spelen. Zou hij/zij aanstaande
[Day]middag kunnen spelen bij ons thuis? Ik kan ze allebei uit school
ophalen.

Laat maar weten of dat uitkomt!
Groetjes,

[Your Name]
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Birthday Treat (Traktatie check)

English Meaning: My child is celebrating their birthday soon! We
want to bring a treat for the class on [Date]. Is that possible on this
day? Are there any allergies we need to take into account?

Subject: Traktatie [Child's Name]
Beste [Teacher's Name],

[Child's Name] is binnenkort jarig! We willen graag een traktatie
meegeven voor de klas op [Date], komt dat goed uit? Zijn er nog
allergieén in de klas waar we rekening mee moeten houden?

Met vriendelijke groet,

[Your Name]

High School Communication

In high school, the communication lines change entirely. You no
longer report absences to a teacher, and you only contact subject
teachers in highly specific situations. Your main point of contact is
the Homeroom teacher (Mentor).

High School Meetings (The Speed Date)

High school meetings are like speed dating. You do not have one
general meeting; you book five-minute or ten-minute slots with
specific subject teachers.

Golden Rule: Do not book a slot just to say hello or ask how things are
going. Only book a meeting with a high school teacher if your child is
actively struggling with their subject, if there is a behavioral issue, or
if you have a specific question about their trajectory. If your child has
a 7 for History, skip the History teacher. For general well-being, you
only book a meeting with the homeroom teacher (mentor).
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The Independence Shift

In Dutch high schools, independence is the goal. By the third year,
your teenager is expected to communicate directly with teachers
and the mentor about most issues: scheduling extra help, asking
guestions. You're still in the loop via app access, but stepping back
and letting them handle it, even if they make mistakes, is part of the
Dutch educational philosophy. Your role shifts from manager to
coach.

High School Email Templates

Absences are usually logged in the school app (like Magister or
Somtoday) or emailed to a central attendance desk, not to the
teachers. Report absences as early as possible, ideally before the
school day starts. Most apps allow you to log sickness from the night
before. If you're late reporting, your child may be marked as
unauthorized absent (ongeoorloofd afwezig), which requires
separate follow-up.

Reporting Sick (To the Attendance Coordinator / Verzuimbalie)

English Meaning: | am writing to report my child sick for today. We
will contact you again if the absence continues tomorrow.

Dutch Template:
Subject: Ziekmelding - [Student's Name] - [Student Number/Class]

Beste administratie, Hierbij wil ik [Student's Name] uit klas [Class]
ziekmelden voor vandaag. We nemen weer contact op als de
afwezigheid morgen voortduurt.

Met vriendelijke groet,

[Your Name]
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Concern or question about student (To the Mentor)

English Meaning: | am contacting you because | have a
question/concern about my child's progress/well-being. Could we
schedule a brief phone call or meeting this week? | am generally
available on [Days/Times]. Thank you.

Dutch Template:
Subject: Vraag over [Student's Name] - [Class]

Beste [Mentor's Name],

Ik neem contact op omdat ik een vraag/zorg heb over de voortgang /
het welzijn van [Student's Name]. Zouden we deze week een kort
telefonisch overleg of een afspraak kunnen inplannen om dit te
bespreken?

Ik ben over het algemeen bereikbaar op [Days/Times].

Alvast hartelijk dank.

Met vriendelijke groet,
[Your Name]

Requesting Special Leave (Both Primary and High School)

The Netherlands has incredibly strict attendance laws monitored by a
Truancy Officer (Leerplichtambtenaar). You absolutely cannot take
your child out of school for a regular family holiday outside the official
vacations just because flights are cheaper or the weather is better.
You will be heavily fined.

Special leave (Bijzonder Verlof) is only granted in two specific
scenarios. This request always goes to the school director, using an
official form or email.

Scenario 1: Exceptional Family Circumstances
This includes significant events such as weddings, funerals, or severe
family emergencies abroad.
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Scenario 2: The Profession Exemption (Vakantie buiten de
schoolvakanties)

If the specific nature of the parents profession makes it impossible
for the family to take a two-week continuous holiday during any of
the standard school holidays, you can request an exemption.
However, strict national rules apply:

It can only be granted once per school year.

It is for a maximum of 10 school days.

It can never be taken during the first two weeks of the new
school year.

You must provide an official statement from your employer
(werkgeversverklaring) proving that taking time off during
regular school holidays is impossible for your profession.
The employer statement must explicitly state that your
profession makes it impossible to take leave during regular
school holidays. A simple approval letter is often rejected. Ask
your HR department to include wording like: 'Due to the
specific nature of [employee]'s role, it is not possible to take
leave during the scheduled school holidays.

© 2026 Dutch School Navigator | www.dutchschoolnavigator.nl |21



Template 1: Family Emergency / Wedding / Funeral

English Meaning: | want to formally request special leave for my
child from [Start Date] to [End Date]. The reason is an important
family circumstance: [a wedding / a funeral / a severe family
emergency abroad]. | have attached the official documentation. |
look forward to hearing from you, also if you need any additional
information. Thank you for considering.

Dutch Template:
Subject: Aanvraag bijzonder verlof - [Child's Name] - [Class/Group]
Beste directie,

Hierbij wil ik formeel bijzonder verlof aanvragen voor [Child's Name]
voor de periode van [Start Date] tot en met [End Date].

De reden voor deze aanvraag is een belangrijke
familieomstandigheid, namelijk [een bruiloft / een uitvaart / een
noodgeval in het buitenland]. Ik heb de benodigde officiéle
documentatie als bijlage aan deze e-mail toegevoegd.

Ik hoor het heel graag, ook indien jullie extra informatie nodig
hebben. Alvast hartelijk dank voor het in overweging nemen van
onze aanvraag.

Met vriendelijke groet,
[Your Name]
Template 2: Holiday outside regular school holidays

English Meaning: | want to formally request special leave for my
child from [Start Date] to [End Date]. Due to the specific nature of
our profession, it is impossible for our family to take a holiday
together during the regular school breaks. | have attached the
employer's statement. | look forward to hearing from you, also if you
need any additional information. Thank you for considering.
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Dutch Template:

Subject: Aanvraag bijzonder verlof vakantie - [Child's Name] -
[Class/Group]

Beste directie,

Hierbij wil ik formeel bijzonder verlof aanvragen voor [Child's Name]
voor de periode van [Start Date] tot en met [End Date].

De reden voor deze aanvraag is de specifieke aard van ons beroep,
waardoor het voor ons gezin onmogelijk is om tijdens de reguliere
schoolvakanties gezamenlijk op vakantie te gaan. Ik heb de
verplichte werkgeversverklaring als bijlage aan deze e-mail
toegevoegd.

Ik hoor het heel graag, ook indien jullie extra informatie nodig
hebben.

Alvast hartelijk dank voor het in overweging nemen van onze
aanvraag.

Met vriendelijke groet,

[Your Name]
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The Social Playbook

The Dutch Playdate Protocol (Speelafspraakjes)

In many cultures, playdates are carefully orchestrated events,
planned days in advance by the parents, where both the children and
the parents socialize together. In the Netherlands, it is a completely
different ballgame.

The Schoolyard Scramble

Playdates are usually spontaneous. When the school bell rings at
14:00 or 15:00, children will swarm the schoolyard asking each other:
Mag ik bij jou spelen? (Can | play at your house?). If they agree, they
will run up to their parents to get final approval. If you are
comfortable with it, you quickly coordinate with the other parent on
the spot: Who is taking the kids, and what time will they be picked
up?

Parents Do Not Stay

This is the biggest shock for expats. If your child is invited to a Dutch
house for a playdate, you do not go inside. You drop your child off at
the door (or they walk home with the other parent straight from
school) and you leave. You only return at the agreed-upon time to
pick them up. It is not a social event for adults.

The 17:00 Rule

Dutch playdates traditionally have an expiration time. They usually
end between 17:00 and 17:30. The Dutch highly value their family
dinner time, which often happens exactly at 18:00, and they need
time to cook. Do not expect your child to be automatically invited for
dinner. Unless a parent explicitly asks: ‘Wil je blijven eten?’ (Would
you like to stay for dinner?), you should plan to collect your child
before dinner starts.

However, please remember that this is a general cultural guideline,
not a strict law. While many families operate this way, there
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absolutely are exceptions, especially in more modern or international
households. The golden rule for any playdate is to arrange everything
in good consultation. When coordinating the playdate on the
schoolyard or via WhatsApp, simply ask: What time would you like
me to pick them up? Clear communication is completely normal in
the Netherlands and prevents any awkwardness.

The Snacks

Do not expect a full meal during a playdate. The standard Dutch
playdate snack is extremely modest. When the kids arrive at the
house, they will usually get one glass of limonade (sweet syrup mixed
with water) and one cookie, or some pieces of fruit. After that, they
are expected to go play independently.
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The Birthday Party Rules (Kinderfeestjes)

Dutch birthday parties (kinderfeestjes) are legendary, highly
anticipated, and come with a very strict set of rules that most
international parents completely misinterpret.

The Drop-Off Rule

Just like playdates, Dutch birthday parties are drop-off events. You
bring your child to the birthday house or the venue, you hand over
the gift, you say goodbye, and you leave. The hosting parents take
care of everything. If you linger and expect to be served coffee and
cake while watching the kids play, you will make the hosting parents
very uncomfortable.

The Guest List

Unlike in the US or the UK, where whole-class parties are often the
standard, Dutch parties are traditionally small and intimate. A
common unwritten guideline is that a child invites as many children
as their new age (turning 6 means inviting 6 friends).

However, please know this is not an absolute rule. If you have the
space, budget, and desire to invite the entire class, you are absolutely
allowed to do so, and it will likely be highly appreciated by the other
children! But because most Dutch families choose to keep groups
small, it is inevitable that kids sometimes feel left out. Do not be
offended if your child is not invited to every single party.

DSN Advice: If you are only inviting a select group of children and
leaving others out, absolutely do not let your child hand out the
physical invitations inside the classroom or on the schoolyard in full
view of everyone. This is considered highly insensitive and makes the
uninvited children feel painfully excluded. Instead, quietly hand the
invitations directly to the parents at pick-up or simply send a digital
invite to the parents via WhatsApp.
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The Budget and Gifts

Dutch culture heavily frowns upon showing off wealth. Birthday
parties are usually low-key: a scavenger hunt in the forest
(speurtocht), traditional games at home, or a trip to an indoor
playground. The same goes for gifts. The standard budget for a
birthday gift from a classmate is between 10 and 15 euros. Do not buy
a 50 euro gift for a classmate, it will create extreme awkwardness and
the hosting parents will feel obligated to match that amount when it
is your child's turn. Often, the hosting parents will send a WhatsApp
message with a digital wish list so you can pick a small gift they
actually want.

The Traditional Schedule

Most parties happen on a Wednesday or Friday afternoon directly
after school, or on a Saturday. They last about 2.5 to 3 hours. The
standard Dutch party timeline looks like this:

1. Unwrapping gifts (often done through a game, like spinning a
bottle).

2. Eating cake or a cupcake and singing "Lang zal ze leven'.

3. The activity (games, crafts, or an outing).

4. Food at the end. It is a massive tradition to end the party by
feeding the Kkids fries (frietjes) or pancakes (pannenkoeken).
After the food, the parents will come to pick up their children,
exhausted but happy.
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Roaming Free (Buitenspelen)

In many parts of the world, children are closely supervised at all times
and driven to scheduled activities. In the Netherlands, children have
incredible freedom and childhood happens on the street.

The Culture of Buitenspelen

As soon as the weather is relatively dry, you will see groups of
children biking, playing soccer on local squares, or building huts in
the bushes, completely unsupervised by adults. This concept of
playing outside (buitenspelen) is deeply ingrained in Dutch society. It
is considered vital for a child's independence, problem-solving skills,
and social development.

When Do They Start?

There is no legal age for when a child can play outside alone, but
generally, it starts around age 6 or 7, depending on the
neighborhood. It begins with playing on the sidewalk directly in front
of the house, and gradually expands to biking to the local playground
or a friend's house. By the time they are 10 or 11, most Dutch children
navigate their entire neighborhood independently.

The Safety Factor

For many expats, letting a 7-year-old walk to the park alone feels
terrifying. However, Dutch infrastructure is specifically designed to
protect children. The residential streets often have severe speed
bumps, separate bike lanes, and a maximum speed limit of 30 km/h.
Furthermore, there is a strong sense of social control. In a typical
Dutch neighborhood, adults keep an eye out for all children, not just
their own. If a child falls off their bike, a random passerby or neighbor
will almost certainly stop to help them.

The Street Lights Rule

Because most children do not wear watches, the universal Dutch rule
for coming home is tied to the sun. Generations of Dutch children
have been raised with the same instruction: Je moet binnen zijn als
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de lantaarnpalen aangaan (You must be home when the streetlights
turn on). During the winter, this is obviously not practical as it gets
dark at 16:30, but in the spring and autumn, it is the ultimate curfew
for the neighborhood kids.

How to Adapt

If you are uncomfortable letting your child roam free immediately,
take it step-by-step. Go with them to the local playground and sit on
a bench while they play with the Dutch kids. Teach them the traffic
rules for pedestrians and cyclists in your specific neighborhood. Once
you see how safe the environment is and how naturally the other
children interact, you will likely feel much more confident giving
them the ultimate Dutch childhood experience: the freedom of the
street.
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Putting Theory into Practice

Understanding the cultural nuances of Dutch social life is just the
first step; the best way for your children to build confidence is
through active, guided practice. To help you put these lessons into
action, we have developed several interactive tools designed to make
navigating their new environment both easy and engaging.

You will find these resources in the appendices at the back of this
manual. These include:

e Neighborhood Bingo: A fun, interactive way for your family to
explore your new surroundings, spot local landmarks, and get
comfortable with your new community.

e Playground Flashcards: Practical, role-playing scenarios to
help your child master the etiquette of playdates, schoolyard
interactions, and communication. To support your child’s
pronunciation and understanding, each set of cards comes
with a dedicated audio guide that you can listen to together.

These activities are designed to help your child navigate real-world
situations with more ease and autonomy. Feel free to print them out,
listen to the audio clips, and start exploring your new neighborhood
together!
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Beyond the Classroom

The 'Club' Culture

Why School is Just for Learning (and Where the Real Fun Happens)
The Ultimate Culture Shock

If you are coming from the US, the UK, or many international school
systems, you are probably expecting the school to be the absolute
center of your child’s extracurricular life. You might be actively
looking for the sign-up sheets for the school soccer team, the school
band, the drama club, or the cheerleading squad.

Here is the culture shock: you won't find them.

In the Netherlands, schools and sports are strictly separated. Aside
from a standard physical education class (called gymles) once or
twice a week, Dutch schools do not offer competitive sports teams or
extensive after-school programs. There are no school mascots, no
varsity jackets, and no inter-school rivalries.

In the Dutch mindset, school is strictly for academics and basic social
development. When the bell rings, the school's job is done.

The Exception to the Rule: The Annual School Tournament

While there are no official, year-round school teams, you might
occasionally see a small exception. Many schools participate in a local
city tournament once or twice a year (such as the famous
Schoolvoetbaltoernooi, the school soccer tournament).

However, these are one-off, fun events rather than structured, weekly
competitions. Participation highly depends on your specific city and
the school's willingness to join, and the 'team' is usually just a group
of enthusiastic classmates coached by a volunteer parent for that
single afternoon!
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Enter the 'Vereniging' (The Local Club)

So, if the school doesn't organize it, where do all the kids go? They go
to the vereniging.

A vereniging is an independent, local association or club. Whether
your child wants to play field hockey, soccer, tennis, or learn
gymnastics, you need to sign them up at a local neighborhood club,
completely separate from their school.

While this decentralized system might feel inconvenient at first, yes,
it means you have to do the research and handle the logistics
yourself, it holds the true secret to a happy Dutch childhood. Here is
why the vereniging is so important:

e The Second Social Circle: Because clubs are independent, your
child's sports team will be a mix of children from all different
schools across the city. This is where Dutch kids make their
lifelong friends outside of their own classmates. If things are
ever tough or boring at school, the vereniging provides a
completely separate, safe social haven.

e The Heart of the Community: These clubs are the beating
heart of Dutch neighborhoods. They are where parents meet,
network, and socialize on Saturday mornings.

Do not wait for the school to organize your child's hobbies. If you
want your child to truly integrate, play sports, and build a social life,
finding the right vereniging is your very first assignment.
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Swimming Lessons: An Essential

Swimming lessons (Zwemles)

Look at a map of the Netherlands. You will quickly realize that the
country is essentially a giant sponge. With canals, ditches, lakes, and
rivers everywhere, swimming is not just a fun hobby or a summer
camp activity, it is a critical survival skill.

Because of this, swimming lessons (zwemles) are treated almost like
a religion by Dutch parents. It is a non-negotiable rite of passage. If
you are invited to a Dutch children’s pool party, the very first question
on the invitation will be: "Does your child have their A and B
diploma?" If the answer is no, they usually have to wear inflatable
armbands (swimmies), even if they are 7 years old!

Here is how to decode the intense, highly structured world of Dutch
swimming lessons:

The ABC-System: Why Your Toddler Has to Wait

In the Netherlands, formal swimming lessons (zwemles) typically
begin around age 4.5 or 5. This timing aligns with the motor skills,
coordination, and focus children need to master the water. While
"baby swimming" is common, it is purely focused on water familiarity
and fun.

The national curriculum is structured into three progressive levels:

e Diploma A: The foundation. Your child learns the core
techniques needed to move comfortably and confidently in the
pool.

e Diploma B: Expanding skills. This stage focuses on improving
technique, increasing endurance, and introducing more
advanced maneuvers.

e Diploma C: The gold standard. This final level ensures your child
is fully at home in the water. Beyond safety, this is where the
fun really kicks in: children learn exciting skills like underwater
somersaults, performing various dives, and mastering different
strokes.
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Most Dutch parents view Diplomas A and B as the essential starting
point for water safety. Diploma C is the ultimate milestone, equipping
children with the technical skills and confidence to enjoy all kinds of
aquatic activities.

The Waiting List Reality (Register Now!)

Because every single child in the Netherlands takes swimming
lessons, the local pools are packed. Do not wait until your child turns
5to sign them up. In popular expat cities like Amsterdam, The
Hague, or Haarlem, waiting lists can be 12 to 18 months long.

e Pro-Tip: Register your child for the waiting list when they are 3.5
or 4 years old. If you arrive with older kids, call the pools
immediately and ask about accelerated 'crash courses'
(snelcursus) during the school holidays.

The 'Kijkdagen' (Viewing Days) & The Sweaty Cafeteria

Unlike in many countries where parents sit poolside to cheer on their
kids, Dutch pools are strictly off-limits to parents. You will spend your
Saturday mornings sitting in a tropical, sweaty cafeteria behind a
glass wall, drinking mediocre coffee with 30 other parents. You are
only allowed poolside during a special Viewing Day (Kijkdag), which
happens once every few months so you can see their progress.

The Ultimate Test: 'Kledingzwemmen'

This is the part that shocks expats the most. Don't panic: it is very
rare for a child to fall into a canal! However, the Dutch are incredibly
practical and obsessed with safety. They know that if an accident
were to happen, it wouldn't be in a warm, brightly lit indoor pool
while wearing a swimsuit. It would likely happen while riding a bike
in the rain, fully dressed.

Therefore, they train for exactly that worst-case scenario. To get their
diploma, your child must pass the Kledingzwemmen (clothes
swimming) test. Yes, they have to jump into the deep end wearing a
long-sleeved shirt, long pants (often jeans!), and real shoes.
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The grand finale of Diploma A involves diving into the deep end and
swimming underwater through a hole in a submerged canvas tarp.
While this might sound intimidating to outsiders, rest assured: for
Diploma A, the underwater distance is only 3 meters. The instructors
are highly trained professionals who build up to this moment
playfully, in very small steps, over the course of several months. By the
time your child has to perform this task, they are fully prepared and
will handle it like an absolute champion, giving you ultimate peace of
mind.

A Special Note for Coastal Cities

If you are relocating to a coastal city like The Hague (Scheveningen)
or near Haarlem (Zandvoort), there is one more crucial thing you
need to know: the sea is a completely different beast.

While Diploma B or C makes your child highly proficient in pools and
calm lakes, the North Sea (de Noordzee) is notorious for its strong,
hidden rip currents (muien) and chilly temperatures. If your family
plans to spend the summers on the Dutch beaches, many local clubs
and the Reddingsbrigade (Lifeboat Association) offer specialized 'Sea
Swimming' or 'Junior Lifeguard' courses. Highly recommended for
true peace of mind!
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Popular Sports & The Waiting List Reality

When it comes to Dutch sports clubs, there are two undisputed kings
of the pitch: Football (Soccer) and Field Hockey. If your child wants to
play a team sport, there is a good chance they will end up at one of
these two types of clubs.

Here is what you need to know about the Dutch sports landscape:
1. Football (Voetbal)

Football is the most popular sport in the country. Almost every single
neighborhood has its own local football club. It is accessible, deeply
embedded in the culture, and a fantastic, low-threshold way for your
child to start speaking Dutch with their teammates.

2. Field Hockey (Veldhockey): The Ultimate Expat Networking Hub
If you are coming from the US, you might think field hockey is a
niche sport primarily for girls. In the Netherlands, it is an absolute
giant for both boys and girls. Dutch national teams are world
champions, and local hockey clubs are massive institutions.

e The Secret Benefit: Hockey clubs are known as true 'family
clubs'. On weekends, the clubhouses are packed with parents
drinking coffee (or a beer), watching games, and socializing. If
you want to build a local network, meet Dutch friends, or even
Mmake business connections as an expat parent, standing along
the sidelines of a hockey pitch is the best place to be!

Other Popular Choices

If running after a ball on a rainy field isn't your child's thing, there are
plenty of other options:

e Equestrian (Paardrijden): The Netherlands is a massive
equestrian nation. Almost every region has local riding schools
(maneges) where children can take weekly lessons and spend
their Saturdays helping out in the stables.

e Volleyball & Beach Volleyball: Indoor volleyball is highly
popular nationwide. But if you are relocating to a coastal region
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(like The Hague or Haarlem), Beach Volleyball clubs take over
the beaches in the summer, creating a fantastic, laid-back
community.

e Urban Sports (Freerunning): For kids looking for something
modern and energetic, Freerunning (urban acrobatics and
parkour) has exploded in popularity. Many gymnastics clubs
and specialized indoor parks offer highly structured, safe
classes for this.

e Martial Arts (Judo, Karate, Jiu-Jitsu): Martial arts are huge in
the Netherlands. Judo, in particular, is considered a childhood
staple here: many Dutch parents sign their kids up for Judo to
build confidence, respect, and motor skills.

e Tennis, Gymnastics (Turnen), & Athletics (Atletiek): Highly
organized with local clubs everywhere.

e Korfball (Korfbal): \Want to go truly, authentically Dutch? Try
Korfball! It is a unique, traditional Dutch sport similar to
basketball, but uniquely played with mixed-gender teams (boys
and girls play together!).

e Basketball (Basketbal): A very popular indoor team sport with
dedicated local clubs and vibrant competitions in almost every
City.

e Water Sports (Beyond the ABC): Once the mandatory
swimming diplomas are out of the way, many children
transition into competitive swimming or Waterpolo, a
notoriously tough, highly popular team sport in the
Netherlands!

e Rugby & Cricket: If you are looking for a community with a
strong international and British/expat vibe, these sports have
incredibly welcoming, diverse clubs in the Netherlands.

A Sport for Every Child

The Dutch sports landscape is incredibly diverse. Whether your child
Is into fencing, baseball, bouldering, or table tennis, if they have a
specific passion, there is almost certainly a local club for it, especially
in and around the major cities. The options to keep your child active
and integrated are truly endless!
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The Expat Reality Check: Language, Locations & Waiting
Lists

Joining a Dutch sports club comes with a few unwritten rules and
hurdles. Here is the reality of how the system actually works:

e The 'Postcode' Rule: Can you register before you arrive in the
country? Usually, no. Because everyone plays sports, waiting
lists in popular expat areas (Amsterdam, The Hague, Haarlem)
can be long. Many top clubs have a strict postal code policy
(postcodebeleid). They only accept children who live in specific
nearby neighborhoods to prevent overcrowding. You will
usually need your finalized Dutch address before you can even
get on the waiting list.

e The Language Barrier: What if your child doesn't speak Dutch?
Don't worry! Sports have a universal language, and Dutch
coaches speak excellent English. They will easily translate
instructions. In fact, joining a local team is the absolute fastest
way for your child to learn Dutch organically.

e Are there 'International' Teams? Generally, no. Clubs divide
teams by age and sKkill level, not nationality. This is actually a
massive advantage for your child's integration!

e The Parent WhatsApp Group: While your child is playing, you
will face the real language test. Team communication, carpool
schedules, and club apps are almost entirely in Dutch.
Download Google Translate, be brave, and don't be afraid to
reply in English, the Dutch parents will perfectly understand
yOu.

e The Secret Strategy: Once you have your address, don't just fill
out an online form and wait. Clubs are run by volunteers. Send a
polite email to the membership secretary (ledenadministratie).
Sometimes, if they need one extra player to complete a specific
age group's team, you can skip the line!
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The Unwritten Rules of the Sports Club

Your child is registered, they have their uniform, and they are ready to
play. Congratulations! But now it is time for your reality check.

Compared to many international sports programs, Dutch local clubs
are incredibly affordable. However, you pay the difference in time and
sweat. Dutch clubs are not commercial businesses, they are
non-profit organizations entirely run by volunteers. The golden rule of
Dutch sports is simple: Without parents, there is no club.

When you sign your child up, you are also signing yourself up. Here is
the ultimate survival guide to the parent duties you will encounter in
the team WhatsApp group:

1. The Driving Duty (Rijbeurt)

Dutch teams play 'home' (thuis) and 'away' (uit) games. For away
games, there are no buses. Instead, parents take turns driving. When
it is your rijbeurt, you are expected to pack 3 or 4 chatty Dutch kids
into the back of your car at 7:45 AM on a rainy Saturday and navigate
to a club in a neighboring town.

2. The Bar Shift (Bardienst)

Every club has a canteen (het clubhuis) that sells coffee, sandwiches,
and snacks. And guess who runs it? You do. Once or twice a season,
you will be scheduled for a barshift (bardienst). You might be pouring
coffee at 8:00 AM, making toasted sandwiches (tosti's), or even
tapping beers on a Sunday afternoon.

e The Silver Lining: While it sounds like a chore, the bardienst is
genuinely the absolute best way to practice your Dutch and
Mmake local friends!

3. The Fruit Schedule (Het Fruitschema)

During half-time, Dutch kids don't drink sports drinks, they eat fruit.
A schedule is made at the start of the season. When it is your turn,
you are expected to bring sliced apples, bananas, or quarters of
oranges.
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e DSN Tip: Keep it simple. Do not show up with elaborate,
home-baked cupcakes or expensive snacks. Sliced fruit in a
massive Tupperware box is exactly what the coach wants to see.

4. The Infamous Laundry Bag (De Was-tas)

While many modern clubs now require you to purchase an individual
uniform for your child, some teams still share one set of official match
jerseys sponsored by a local business. If that is the case, prepare for
the ultimate test of integration. After the game, all the sweaty,
muddy shirts are stuffed into one giant duffel bag, and parents take
turns taking it home.

e DSN Tip: Wash them immediately, do not put them in the dryer
(the printed numbers will melt!), and fold them neatly for the
next game.

Embrace the Chaos

Yes, standing along a freezing pitch at 8:30 AM or washing 15 muddy
jerseys can be exhausting. But this shared responsibility is exactly
what creates the tight-knit community Dutch clubs are famous for.
Embrace the duties, step out of your comfort zone, and you will feel
like a local in no time.

While a few basic duties are usually mandatory for every parent, if
you actually enjoy the club vibe, there is always room to do more!
Clubs are constantly looking for enthusiastic parents to fill larger
volunteer positions. Becoming a team coach, a referee, the head of
the bar (barhoofd), or joining the highly coveted party committee
(feestcommissie) is the absolute fast track to building a local Dutch
network.
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Arts, Music & Scouting

What if your child doesn't like sports? Don't worry! While the sports
pitches are packed on Saturdays, they are certainly not the only
places where Dutch children build their social lives.

The Netherlands has a rich network of independent creative and
outdoor organizations. Here is where to look if your child prefers a
stage, a canvas, or a campfire over a football pitch.

The Local Music School (De Muziekschool / Centrum voor de
Kunsten)

Almost every municipality in the Netherlands has a subsidized local
center for the arts. These are large, dedicated institutions where
children can take lessons in almost any instrument, join a children's
choir, or play in a youth orchestra.

e How to find them: Search online for "Muziekschool" or
"Centrum voor de Kunsten" followed by your city's name. They
often host open days (open dagen) in June or September
where kids can try out different instruments for free.

Youth Theater & Dance (Jeugdtheater & Dans)

If your child is dramatic (in a good way!), the local
Jeugdtheaterschool (youth theater school) is a fantastic option.
Acting classes are an incredible, low-pressure way for expat children
to practice their Dutch pronunciation and build confidence.
Additionally, the Netherlands has a massive dance culture, with
countless local studios offering everything from classical ballet to
hip-hop and modern street dance.

Scouting Nederland: The Ultimate Integration Hack

If you want your child to experience a truly authentic, outdoorsy
Dutch childhood, sign them up for the local Scouts (Scouting).
Scouting is incredibly popular in the Netherlands and is the largest
youth organization in the country.
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e A Different Vibe: Dutch scouting is usually co-ed (boys and girls
mixed) and heavily focused on nature, teamwork, and
independence. It is less about selling cookies and more about
building campfires, navigating through forests, and
constructing rafts.

e The Language Benefit: Because they are playing games in the
woods, building things together, and getting muddy, the
language barrier completely disappears. It is the absolute best
environment for your child to learn Dutch organically while
making local friends.

e Water Rich Areas: If you live near the lakes or the coast, look
into the Waterscouting or Zeekadetten (Sea Scouts), where Kkids
literally learn how to sail boats together on the weekends!

The Public Library (De Bibliotheek): The Hidden Community
Hub

Did you know that a library membership is completely free for
children under 18 in the Netherlands? But the Dutch Bibliotheek is
far more than just a place to borrow books; it is a vibrant community
center. Most |local libraries organize fantastic weekly activities. From
Dutch reading hours (voorleesuurtjes) (which are perfect for early
language exposure) to kids' coding clubs (CoderDojo), craft
afternoons, and even small theater pop-ups. It is the ultimate,
low-barrier (and weatherproof!) place to meet other local families.

Bonus for Parents: The library is also your secret weapon for
integration! Almost all local libraries host free, informal Dutch
conversation groups (Taalcafés) or can pair you up with a local
volunteer language buddy (Taalmaatje). It is the perfect way to
practice your Dutch over a cup of coffee in a relaxed, supportive
environment while your kids are reading.

A Place for Everyone The Dutch philosophy is that every child
should have a place to belong outside of school. Whether your child
wants to learn coding at a local tech club, play chess, or build
treehouses, a quick search in the local community center (buurthuis)
will usually point you in the exact right direction.
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The BSO (After-School Care as a Social Hub)

When international parents hear the term "after-school care," they
often picture a quiet room where children sit and do homework or
watch television while waiting to be picked up. If that is what you
expect from a Dutch BSO (Buitenschoolse Opvang), you are in for a
fantastic surprise.

In the Netherlands, the BSO is not just a babysitting service for
working parents, it is a vibrant social hub and a core part of a Dutch
child's weekly routine.

Here is why the BSO is actually a massive advantage for your child's
integration:

e The Power of 'Vrij Spelen’' (Free Play): The core philosophy of a
standard Dutch BSO is that after a long, structured day at
school, children need time to unwind. While the pedagogic
workers absolutely organize fun activities: like baking cookies,
making crafts, or setting up a football game, the main focus is
often on vrij spelen (free play). Children are encouraged to
choose what they want to do: build a massive Lego fort, play
outside in the sandbox, or just chill on the sofa with a comic
book. It is their free time.

e Themed BSOs: Many major cities even offer specialized BSOs
tailored to your child's interests. A Sport BSO is often located
right on the fields of a local sports club, while a Natuur BSO
focuses on outdoor survival, building campfires, and playing in
the forest, regardless of the weather!

e The Wednesday Lifesaver: As you may have noticed, almost all
Dutch primary schools close early on Wednesdays (usually
around 12:00 or 12:30). The BSO is the ultimate lifesaver for
working parents here, turning a logistical nightmare into an
afternoon of fun excursions for the kids.

e The Famous Cargo Bike Pick-Up: You do not have to worry
about the logistics between school and the BSO. The
pedagogic workers pick the children up directly from the
schoolyard, often transporting them in a highly recognizable,
brightly colored electric cargo bike (bakfiets) or a specialized
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electric wagon officially known as the BSO-bus. These vehicles
are strictly regulated and provide a safe, fun ride through the
neighborhood.

The Hard Truth: The BSO Waiting Lists

While the BSO system is fantastic, there is one major hurdle you
need to know about right now: the waiting lists. In popular expat
cities like Amsterdam, The Hague, Utrecht, and Haarlem, the waiting
list for a BSO can sometimes be longer than the waiting list for the
school itself!

Here is the ultimate insider strategy for navigating this system:

e The 'Chicken or Egg' Dilemma: Can you register for a BSO if
your child isn't officially accepted into a school yet? Yes, and
you absolutely should! Do not wait until the school confirms
your spot.

e The Catch: A specific BSO location will only pick up children
from a select few schools in their immediate area. If you register
at a BSO, you must ensure they actually service your chosen
school.

e The Golden Strategy: As soon as you have a shortlist of your
top 2 or 3 preferred schools, immediately register your child on
the waiting lists of their affiliated BSOs. You can always cancel
the BSO registration later if your child ends up going to a
different school, but you cannot turn back time to get on a
waiting list!

e The Tuesday/Thursday Trap: Tuesdays and Thursdays are the
most popular working days in the Netherlands, making BSO
spots on these days incredibly hard to get. If your work
schedule is flexible, requesting BSO spots on Mondays,
Wednesdays, or Fridays will drastically speed up your
placement.

The Guilt-Free Solution

Many expat parents feel guilty about utilizing after-school care. In the
Netherlands, you shouldn't! Enrolling your child in a BSO for a day or
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two a week isn't just about covering your working hours; it is one of
the easiest, lowest-pressure environments for them to make local
friends, play, and learn Dutch organically.

The Financial Reality Don't miss your 'Kinderopvangtoeslag'

At first glance, a BSO contract might seem incredibly expensive.
However, what many expats do not realize is that the Dutch
government heavily subsidizes childcare for working parents. If both
parents are employed (even if one works part-time or as a freelancer),
you are highly likely entitled to Kinderopvangtoeslag (Childcare
Allowance) from the Dutch Tax Authority (Belastingdienst). This
allowance can cover a significant percentage of your monthly BSO
invoice. Always apply for this allowance within three months of your
child starting at the BSO!
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School Holidays & The 'Vakantiekamp' Survival Guide

Dutch primary schools have roughly 12 weeks of holidays per year.
This includes six weeks in the summer, plus a series of one- or
two-week breaks scattered throughout the year.

If you and your partner both work full-time and receive the standard
4 to 5 weeks of annual leave, you will quickly realize the math simply
does not add up. How do working parents bridge this massive gap?

The Lifesaver: BSO (Out-of-School Care)

First, a quick check: if your child is already enrolled in a BSO for
certain afternoons, check your specific contract type! In the
Netherlands, BSOs generally offer two types of contracts: a standard
40-week contract (which only covers school weeks) and a 52-week
contract. If you have a 52-week contract, your BSO automatically
covers full days during the school holidays at no extra daily charge. If
you only have a 40-week contract, you must upgrade or seek
alternative solutions.

The Ultimate Solution: 'Vakantiekampen' (Holiday Camps)

If you do not have BSO, or if you simply want to give your child an
unforgettable week, the Dutch Holiday Camp (Vakantiekamp) is your
ultimate solution. Unlike some countries where children go to a
single summer camp for two months straight, Dutch camps are
usually specialized, 3- to 5-day bursts of intense fun.

There are options for every age and interest:

e The Sports Camps: In the first and last weeks of the summer
holidays, almost every local hockey and football club hosts a
Hockeykamp or Voetbalkamp. You often don't even need to be
a member of the club to join!

e The Water Camps: For older children (with their swimming
diplomas!), sleepaway sailing camps (Zeilkampen) in the
province of Friesland or surfing camps at the beach are
legendary rites of passage.
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e The Equestrian Camps: Ponykampen are incredibly popular.
Kids spend a week at a local riding school, riding, brushing
ponies, and sleeping in tents or dormitories.

e The Tech & Creative Camps: From coding and robotics
(Tech-camps) to theater and music weeks, the major cities offer
incredible specialized day camps for creative minds.

The Golden Rule: Book Early!

Here is the most important advice you will read in this chapter: The
Dutch are world champions at planning ahead.

Do not wait until June to figure out your summer plans. Registrations
for the best and most popular summer camps often open in January
or February. By the time spring arrives, many of the top
Vakantiekampen are completely sold out. Treat camp registration
like buying concert tickets: set an alarm, act fast, and secure your
spot early!
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Meet Your Guide:; Esther ten Hove

Navigating School and Life: You Are Not Alone

| created this Family Integration Toolkit because understanding the
Dutch school system is only the starting point. The real challenge for
international parents lies in the day-to-day: navigating the direct
communication style of teachers, decoding the nuances of the
school app, managing playdates, and finding your rhythm in the local
sports scene.

You want to be a confident, active partner in your child's new life, but
cultural gaps can sometimes make you feel like you're missing a
piece of the puzzle. You don't have to figure it all out by yourself.

Need a helping hand? | am here to support you:

e 1-on-1Strategic Advisory Session: Facing a specific challenge?
Whether you need to prepare for a crucial conversation with a
teacher, decode a Cito report, or handle a sensitive social issue,
let's map out a clear strategy together.

e School Search Packages: Are you looking for the perfect
school match? From our School Search Only service to the
comprehensive Family Foundation or our premium Total
Peace of Mind packages, we take the wheel to ensure your
child starts with confidence.

Let's turn your family’'s relocation into a true success story, built on
clear communication and lasting connections.

Ready for the next step? Book a Free Discovery Call or explore our
full range of services at Dutch School Navigator.
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Appendice 1: The Dutch Discovery Bingo: Let's Play!

Welcome to your brand new adventure! Moving to a new country is
incredibly exciting, but it is also completely normal if it feels a little bit
strange at first. The houses look different, the food in the
supermarket is new, people ride their bikes everywhere, and the
language might sound like a secret code you do not understand yet.

Do not worry, every single expat child feels this way in the beginning.
You are doing a great job just by being here.

To help you become a true expert on your new home, we have
created a special game just for you: The Dutch Discovery Bingo.
Instead of worrying about the things you do not know yet, we are
going to turn you into a real detective. You are going to discover that
the Netherlands is actually a very funny and unique place to live.

How does it work?

On the next pages, you will find two different Bingo games. One is for
when you are walking, driving, or biking around your new
neighborhood. The other one is for when you are at your new school.

Your mission is simple: grab a pen, take the cards with you, and keep
your eyes wide open. Whenever you spot one of these typical Dutch
things, cross it off your list. Some things will be very easy to find on
your very first day, but others might take a little more time and
careful looking.

To make it even more exciting, we have created three different
versions of each Bingo card! Some items are the same on every card,
but others are completely different. This means you, your siblings,
and even your parents can all grab a card and play against each other
at the same time.

Who will shout 'BINGO!" first? Challenge your family to see who can
spot these items the fastest. Can you get a full row? Can you cross off
the entire board and become a Master Detective of the Netherlands?

Have fun exploring! Turn the page to start your first mission.
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THE NEIGHBORHOOD BINGO

13 BE WIIIE

e 2 4

de bakfiets de swapfiets de woonboot

het draaiorgel

de tulpen de snackmuur de straat van klinkers
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THE NEIGHBOUVRHOOD BINGO

130 DE WIS

de ondergrondse .
ocon‘ro%n?er ° het pondje de woonboot

de OV-fiets

de fietsgarage het bannkje voor het huis de snackmuur
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THE NEIGHBOUVRHOOD BINGO

13 BE WIIIE

de tulpen het pondje de steile trap

het bankje voor het huis de OV-fiets

de fietsgarage de klompen de straat van klinkers
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THE NEIGHBOUVRHOOD BINGO

13 BE WIS

de steile trap het pondje de klompen

de fietsgarage de swapfiets een feestje op een boot

de ondergrondse container het fietspad het boodschappenbusje
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Appendice 2: Your Playground Flashcards

Stepping onto a new schoolyard is a big adventure. To make your first
few days a little bit easier (and a lot more fun!), we have created these
special Playground Survival Cards. These are the most important
Dutch words and phrases you will need to make friends, ask your
teacher for help, or join a game of tag.

How to use them: We designed these cards for you to practice in a
safe and cozy place: right at your own kitchen table with your
parents! By practicing these phrases at home before your first day,
you will build up a secret superpower of confidence. Once you step
onto the playground, you won't need to carry the cards in your
pocket—the words will already be in your head!

£) The Secret Audio Guide! We know that Dutch can be a very tricky
language to pronounce (there are a lot of funny sounds!). That is why
we have included a special Audio Guide just for you and your parents.

Scan the QR code here to open your secret
audio file. You will hear the English meaning
of every card, and exactly how to say it out
loud in Dutch. Turn it into a fun game at the
dinner table, and you will sound like a real
local on your very first day.

You've got this! Let's start practicing.
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Goedemorgen

de school

1 DONT

SPEAN
BDUTCH

Ik

spreek geen
Nederlands

Mag ik naar de
wc?

de meester

Ik snap het
niet

de (school)bel
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N

de paperclips

L4

de puntensli jper

het boek

het

schrift

het

de waterverf
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het schoolbord

de schaar

/T
de lamp

de markeerstiften

de laptop

het plakband

'
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de schommel

Tag you're it!
E ”.mm.mm ; **
het klimrek tikkertje

de gli jbaan

verstoppert je

de zandbak

rennen
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buiten Mag ik meedoen?

turn.

Tikkie! Ik ben aan de
PR beurt.

Zullen we
spelen?

Throw the ball!

,
-
2

-

Gooi de bal!
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Kijk uit! /

Pas op!

Knock it of f!

_u
.

[ don't
like thisl

Ik vind dit

_
982D, el e niet leuk.

Dat is leuk!

Dat is van
mij.

Goed zo!

Can [ have
it back ?

Mag ik die

terug?

© 2026 Dutch School Navigator | www.dutchschoolnavigator.nl |60



Ik ben boos.

Ik ben

verdrietig.

Do you want to

my friend?

Wil je mijn
vriendje zijn?

That hurts.

Dat doet pijn.

what are we
going to do?

Wat gaan we
doen?

Wil je mij
helpen?

Cee you tomorrowl!

Tot morgen!
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