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 > Return address: PO Box 16375 2500 BJ The Hague, the Netherlands 

 

Introduction  

 

People deal with language, counting and digitisation in all kinds of day-to-day activities; when 

buying groceries, for example, or when using social media or at work. Not everyone finds it all that 

easy, however. In the Netherlands, 1.3 million people between the ages of 16 and 65 have 

difficulty with the Dutch language. Their language skill level is below the exit level of prevocational 

secondary education (under reference level 2F). According to an estimate of the Netherlands Court 

of Audit, this group is even larger – upwards of 2.5 million people – if we include those older than 

65 years and people with low numeracy skills. Furthermore, a large portion of this group also has 

limited digital skills. The lack of these basic skills makes it more difficult for these individuals to 

participate in Dutch society, both online and offline.  

  

They experience the consequences on a day-to-day basis: when helping their children with school 

work, finding and keeping jobs, doing mobile banking and communicating with a district nurse or 

municipal desk employee, for example. Rapid developments in the labour market and Dutch society 

are putting their ability to adapt under further pressure. As the demands being placed on people's 

skills are ever-increasing, digitisation is making society more and more complex for some. It is 

consequently becoming increasingly difficult for a growing number of people to keep up with all the 

changes. This does not only have consequences for their own self-esteem, finances and health, but 

also for their environment: friends and family, employers, teachers, general practitioners and 

pharmacists, debt counsellors, job coaches as well as many others, inside and outside the 

government. They are not always, or not immediately, able to offer the right kind of support.  

 

We, the Minister of Education, Culture and Science (OCW) and the Minister of Health, Welfare and 

Sport (VWS), the State Secretary for Social Affairs and Employment (SZW) and the State Secretary 

for the Interior and Kingdom Relations (BZK), therefore feel the urgency of working towards a 

higher skill level in the Netherlands.  

All of us are committed to a society in which everyone can participate: young and old, with a 

practical or theoretical education background, with a migration background or otherwise. Literacy, 

numeracy and digital skills are indispensable in today's society.  

 

 

Thanks in part to a structural addition of €5 million per year included in the coalition agreement, 

the government will invest almost €125 million (€24.8 million per year) in measures to tackle low-

literacy1 among adults as well as to encourage reading skills and language acquisition among 

children over the next five years.2 This sum is in addition to the structural budget for adult 

                                                
1 In this letter, we refer to low-literacy if the literacy and/or numeracy of an adult is below the level of a 

starting qualification, which is the exit level of senior secondary vocational education, level 2. Low-literacy is 
often closely associated with limited digital skills. To this end, our focus in tackling low-literacy is on literacy, 
numeracy and digital skills in conjunction with each other. 
2 The additional investment is made up of contributions from the Ministries of Education, Culture and Science 

(OCW), Social Affairs and Employment (SZW), Health, Welfare and Sport (VWS), and the Interior and Kingdom 
Relations (BZK), amounting to a total of €24.8 million annually. This figure is €7 million more than what was 

available for the previous national programme (2016–2019), which is due to the structural intensification of €5 

million per year under the coalition agreement and a new contribution of €2 million per year from BZK for the 
term of this programme to promote digital skills. 
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education received by municipalities (€60.4 million per year). As a result, we will spend a total of 

more than €400 million through to 2024 on improving the skills of people who are currently 

missing out on opportunities to participate in Dutch society. 
 

Joining forces 

The urgency to invest in improving the skill level in the Netherlands is widely supported. We are 

joining forces with municipalities, employers, libraries, representatives of the target group, 

numerous social organisations and others.  

 

Last year, we already made agreements with municipalities in the 2018 Interbestuurlijk 

Programma (Inter-Administrative Programme) to invest jointly in improving the basic skills of 

people who are reached by municipalities through the social domain, education or work and 

income. Furthermore, in preparing our approach, we have held consultations with many 

stakeholders, experts and the target group itself. [Appendix 2]  

 

In detailing the measures within this letter, we will also include two opinions with recommendations 

for a more effective approach. These opinions will be published later this spring. The Social and 

Economic Council (SER) will issue advice on how to reach the various target groups more 

effectively, partly at the request of employers. Furthermore, the Council for Culture and the 

Education Council will issue recommendations on increasing the desire to read as well as reading 

pleasure among Dutch children and youth as a way of preventing language-related problems later 

on. 

 

We are convinced that our efforts and investments are not only in the interest of the target group 

and their environment, but in the public interest at large. The reason is that investments in basic 

skills pay for themselves.3 For example, employers benefit from employees who are better able to 

follow safety instructions and are employable for longer periods. Municipalities notice that their 

letters are better comprehended and teachers are able to communicate with the parents of pupils 

more easily. In this letter, we set out what we wish to accomplish and how we intend to go about 

it.  

 

Relevant Parliamentary motions  

Our ambitions respond to several motions of the House of Representatives that are related to the 

issue of preventing and reducing low-literacy. These motions have been put forward by MP 

Wiersma calling for alignment of the new programme with the 2016 recommendations of the 

Netherlands Court of Audit and for improved identification of the learning outcomes of courses4, the 

Kuik motion on reaching low-literate native Dutch people5, the Moorlag motion on working with 

municipalities and other organisations to support people with poor digital skills, the Van den Hul-

Diertens motion on stimulating participation in lifelong development for people who are at a 

distance from the labour market6 and the Segers-Van Dijk motion regarding activities that 

contribute to the integration of migrant workers. 7 We also address the Asante/Van Meenen motion 

on expanding the ambitions of the approach to tackle low-literacy and the Asscher motion on 

increasing the number of school libraries.8 9  

 

Reading guide 

 

In this letter, we emphasise improving the basic skills of adults. However, we are fully aware that 

this element is only one of a wide-ranging agenda for fostering a society in which everyone 

possesses sufficient skills to participate effectively. This participation already starts at a young age 

in pre-school education and continues in primary and secondary education. To this end, we are 

working closely with education parties to prevent and eliminate disadvantages as much as possible. 

                                                
3 The social costs of low-literacy are €1 billion (PwC, 2018).  
4 Parliamentary Papers 28760, No 75 
5 Parliamentary Papers 28760, No 79 
6 Parliamentary Papers 30012, No 94 
7 Parliamentary Papers 35000–XV, No 24 
8 Parliamentary Papers 26643, No 562 and Parliamentary Papers 35–000 VIII, No 109 
9 Parliamentary Papers 28760, No 63 
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Moreover, the approach of this programme includes investing in additional resources to promote 

reading skills and an educational home environment in order to prevent people from falling behind 

later in life. 

 

Furthermore, our efforts to improve the basic skills of adults are closely related to the importance 

of comprehensible government communications and accessible government services such as debt 

assistance and health care, for example. [Inspiration box 1] Here, the government is working 

with programmes such as Brede Schuldenaanpak (for more comprehensive debt assistance), 

Merkbaar Beter (on comprehensible communication and accessible digital service provision) and 

Onbeperkt Meedoen (for a threshold-free society for people with a disability). We have also 

summarised the content of this letter in more accessible language (level B1/2F). [Appendix 4]  

 

Finally, our approach to achieving a higher skill level in the Netherlands is related to the measures 

recently announced by the government to stimulate lifelong development, improve civic integration 

and promote digital inclusion.10 You have been informed about these measures separately. We will 

act in unison as much as possible in elaborating and implementing this and current initiatives.  

 

In the remainder of this letter, we will examine the following topics. 

 

1. A review of the current Tel mee met Taal (Count on Skills) programme 

2. Ambitions and objectives for the approach to basic skills in the period 2020–2024: 

i. Reaching more people with a tailored approach  

ii. Knowing what works: greater insight into quality and effectiveness 

iii. Joining forces: more municipalities, employers and social organisations active for 

children and adults 

3. Ten measures for a higher skill level in the Netherlands  

 

Appendix 1.  Funding 

Appendix 2.  Tel mee met Taal (Count on Skills) evaluation report with notes on the realisation 

   of the follow-up approach  

Appendix 3.  Overview of measures and sub-objectives 

Appendix 4.  Summary at language level 2F/B1 and infographic 

 

Please note: Throughout this letter, you will also find nine examples of organisations, working 

methods or approaches that caught our attention or inspired us in the past few years. They impart 

a degree of personality to the movement for a higher skill level in the Netherlands, which we wish 

to shape in the years ahead with all parties involved.  

 

Inspiration box 1: Reading ≠ 
Understanding 
 
Two years ago, Kredietbank Nederland 

(Netherlands Credit Bank), bailiffs and 

Syncasso collection agency noticed that a 

large portion of clients failed to respond 

to their letters and demands. Clients 

would regularly request an oral 

explanation of the documents. Because 

these people were unable to understand 

                                                
10 In respect of the comprehensive approach to debt reduction and improving debt assistance: Letter to 
Parliament: Parliamentary Papers II, 2017-2018, 24515, No 431 
With regard to the revision of the civic integration system: Parliamentary Papers II 2018-2019, 32824, No 238  

With regard to digital inclusion: Parliamentary Papers II, 2018–2019, 26643, No 549 and 26643, No 583  

With regard to lifelong development: Parliamentary Papers II 2018–2019, 30012, No 94; Letter to Parliament: 

Parliamentary Papers II 2018–2019, 30012, No 92 
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the content of letters and emails, they missed important information and their 

problems often exacerbated.  

Kredietbank and Syncasso engaged the University of Groningen and the Reading & 

Writing Foundation to work on the Reading ≠ Understanding project, which 

investigated how many people in financial difficulty have problems reading and 

writing. The answer was 50.3%. Working with language ambassadors, they then 

set about to develop solutions, such as simplified letters. By using simple language 

and illustrations in letters, the clients are much better able to understand what is 

expected of them and which actions they can take, such as making a payment 

arrangement.  

 

1. A review of the current Tel mee met Taal programme  

 

Thanks in part to the efforts of the current Tel mee met Taal (Count on Skills) programme, the past 

few years saw important steps in ensuring that literacy, numeracy and digital skills do not form an 

obstacle to people, but rather offer them opportunities to participate more fully in our society. 

Hundreds of organisations have started working on preventing and reducing low-literacy, often 

supported and inspired by experts from, for example, the Reading & Writing Foundation. Almost 

every municipality has established a Language Hub or Language Point. Here, people who have 

trouble with basic skills can receive information on the help that is available in their 

neighbourhood, city or village, and can immediately start practising reading, writing, numeracy 

skills and using a computer. Local partners such as the Employee Insurance Agency (UWV) or debt 

counselling can refer people to a Language Hub for an intake; such local partners also train 

volunteers. [Inspiration box 2] Thanks in part to the efforts of more than 20,000 language 

volunteers, we saw a substantial increase in the supply of easily accessible course offerings in the 

past few years.  

 

Moreover, the approach to tackling low-literacy through the cooperation of various ministries at the 

national level has resulted in a stronger alignment of basic skills policies and policies related to 

participation, labour and health. Other focus points have been stimulating reading pleasure among 

children as well as preventing low-literacy being passed on from generation to generation. In 

collaboration with the Reading Foundation and the National Library of the Netherlands, libraries 

have worked hard on an infrastructure for school libraries, and they are increasingly seeking 

cooperation with partners in youth healthcare and childcare services.  

 

The main objectives of the current Tel mee met Taal programme have been achieved.11 The final 

evaluation has been attached to this letter as Appendix 2.  

 

Despite these good results, there is still much to do. As the Minister of Education, Culture and 

Science already wrote in her Letter to Parliament on the Dialoogdagen Laaggeletterdheid (Low-

Literacy Discussion Days), a large portion of people with low basic skills are still not being reached 

sufficiently. This fact is particularly true for the group with Dutch as their first language.12 

Moreover, a study by Regioplan (2017) revealed that, in only a few municipalities, low-literacy is a 

solid component of the participation policy and efforts in the social domain (participation, re-

integration and welfare support).13 These conclusions are reiterated in the evaluation by Ecorys. 

[Appendix 2] Furthermore, the number of employers committed to investments in the basic skills 

of their staff has remained relatively modest despite an increase in the past few years.  

 

                                                
11 See Appendix 2: Tel mee met Taal (Count on Skills) evaluation report and 2017 interim report, Parliamentary 
Papers 28760, No 69 
12 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2018/10/15/kamerbrief-over-uitkomsten-
dialoogdagen-vervolgaanpak-laaggeletterdheid  
13 Evaluation of adult education legislative amendment (Regioplan, 2017)  

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2018/10/15/kamerbrief-over-uitkomsten-dialoogdagen-vervolgaanpak-laaggeletterdheid
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2018/10/15/kamerbrief-over-uitkomsten-dialoogdagen-vervolgaanpak-laaggeletterdheid


Our reference 

1479729 

5 

 

We also need to pay extra attention to the quality of the support being offered in order to further 

improve the impact and effectiveness of the support available. This concerns both activities aimed 

at preventing low literacy and activities aimed at low-skilled adults. Furthermore, greater insight 

into the effects of endeavours to improve basic skills on participants is needed, including in the 

long term.14 The House has rightfully requested attention to this issue in the Wiersma motion.15 It 

is currently not possible to provide a national picture of participation in basic skills classes and 

support schemes, since not all municipalities and providers systematically collect these data. 

Furthermore, there is no central monitoring or quality framework for non-formal, non-diploma-

oriented education schemes, while this type of education is the most common.16  

 

Finally, the current Tel mee met Taal programme is primarily focused on improving language skills 

rather than numeracy or digital skills. This choice was a conscious one, since language skills form 

the basis for social participation, parent involvement, a healthy lifestyle and continued employment 

for many low-literate people. However, we have also noted that a portion of those with low basic 

skills (particularly the group that was born and educated in the Netherlands) perceive a high 

threshold to start language training.17  

 

For this group, digital skills are often the first step before considering improving other related skills. 

The reason is that digital skills can be applied in practice relatively quickly. Moreover, people 

experience less shame in taking a digital skills course than in signing up for a language or 

numeracy course. Learning to work with apps, websites and digital resources can help to eliminate 

obstacles as well as feelings of uncertainty and may even boost participants' motivation to learn. In 

this regard, it should not be forgotten that digital skills have become indispensable for people who 

want to continue participating in our modern society. To accelerate the inclusion of attention for 

digital skills in our effort to tackle low-literacy, the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations 

(responsible for digital skills and digitalization) is also contributing to this programme in terms of 

content as well as funding.  

 

Inspiration box 2: Maas and Waal Digi 
Language Hub  
The Maas and Waal Digi Language Hub 

in Gelderland was established by a 

cooperative alliance of seven highly 

active parties. In addition to the 

regional training centre and the library, 

the municipal health service as well as 

the West Maas and Waal work 

cooperation are also involved, for 

                                                
14 The reading skills and social inclusion of participants in classes in which the Reading & Writing Foundation is 
involved (for example, by providing teaching materials or trained volunteers) have been monitored by 
Maastricht University since 2012. Around 70% of the participants have better language skills after 
approximately six months, while 60% have improved reading skills. Apart from this fact, little monitoring has 
been done.  
15 Parliamentary Papers 28760, No 75 
16 The Adult and Vocational Education Act (Wet Educatie Beroepsonderwijs, WEB) distinguishes between formal 

and informal courses on offer. The formal courses are diploma-oriented, are offered by providers that have 
applied for diploma recognition from the Education Executive Agency (DUO) and are supervised by the 
Inspectorate of Education. All the other courses are informal. For example, they can take the form of classical 
education provided to groups by a regional training centre or by commercial providers without diploma 
recognition, but also low-threshold courses in a community centre or library where volunteers provide support.  
In practice, municipalities sometimes interpret the distinction between formal and informal differently. Within 
this context, formal courses are viewed as all forms of classical education (given by providers either with or 
without diploma recognition) that are aimed at raising the skill level of participants, while non-formal courses 
are seen as low-threshold education with an initial focus on social inclusion, self-reliance and participation.  
In this letter, we use the distinction as referred to in the WEB.  
17 This situation may be due to feelings of shame or negative school experiences, the fact that they get by 
reasonably well in their daily lives despite their relatively limited reading and writing skills, or personal 
circumstances. 
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example. The municipality finances the Language Hub and supports the quality 

assurance. All participating parties are working on a plan to find course 

participants through new clubs and associations as well as organisations in the 

social domain. The Digi Language House is not only a physical space in the library 

where all basic skills can be practised, but it has also had a mobile version since 

2018, when a subsidy from the province of Gelderland enabled the development 

of this mobile Digi Language Hub for smaller village centres. 

 

2. Ambitions and objectives: our desired achievements  

 

Working with all stakeholders, we want to make significant progress towards a higher skill level in 

the Netherlands over the years ahead. The issue in order to prevent people from falling behind 

later in life of low-literacy is however complex and will therefore require time. To this end, we have 

chosen a comprehensive, ambitious approach and an extension of the national Tel mee met Taal 

programme for five years.  

 

We hope to achieve three objectives, which we explain in further detail below.  

 

Objective 1: Reach more people with tailored offerings, particularly the 

group that has Dutch as their mother tongue 

 

We want to realise demonstrable growth in the number of participants in 

courses, particularly among the group with Dutch as their mother tongue. The 

participants in the courses should also better reflect the composition of the target 

group as a whole. There should be a clear differentiation in the course offer in 

terms of needs and target group, with tailored solutions being provided.  

 

In the Asante-Van Meenen motion, the House has rightly requested attention for the ambitions of 

the literacy initiatives. In the past two years, the number of participants has increased, but this can 

be mainly attributed to an increase in participants whose first language is not Dutch. We refer to 

these participants as the NT2 target group, as they learn Dutch as a second language. People with 

Dutch as a first language (NT1) are reached insufficiently, however.  

 

We must be realistic, though: municipalities, employers and their partners will not be able to serve 

the entire group of 2.5 million people (of whom around 65% are NT1). A portion of this group get 

by sufficiently well, sometimes with the help of friends or family, and they are difficult to motivate 

or do not perceive themselves as having any problems (yet). Another portion has a limited learning 

ability or is not yet ready for support.  

 

For those who can be reached, we want to offer support that is more aligned with their personal 

situation and needs. [Inspiration box 3] Such a tailored approach also needs to address gender-

specific needs. To this end, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science will make an additional 

€0.5 million available annually from the Emancipation Budget.18  

 

The low-literate people do not form a homogeneous group. Some will benefit most from taking a 

language course at work, while others would prefer to take digital skills courses in the library. Still 

others would first appreciate assistance in getting their finances sorted before considering other 

types of courses.  

 

It is important to remove as many barriers as possible for all potential course participants. 

Furthermore, we also need to accept that mastering language and numeracy skills at the level of 

                                                
18 Compared with the surrounding countries, women of the Netherlands are at a considerable disadvantage 
when it comes to literacy and numeracy. Moreover, poorly qualified women are often less economically 
independent than men. 
Houtkoop et al. (2012), Laaggeletterdheid in Nederland  
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the starting qualification is not always possible for everyone. We also see this fact clearly in the 

group of language ambassadors. While their self-confidence and self-reliance have increased 

significantly by participating in courses, they have not yet reached the level 2F (even after five to 

ten years of training).  

 

Inspiration box 3: Tailored approach in 
Almere  
 
Prago is a special school for people 18 

years or older who have difficulty 

learning and cannot participate in 

regular education. The course 

participants at Prago are poorly 

educated, low-literate people who want 

to improve their basic skills. Prago offers tailored courses: each course participant 

learns at their own level and at their own pace. Course participants learn what 

they want to learn and are able to learn. They are taught by a qualified teacher 

and receive additional assistance from voluntary assistants. The assistants are very 

important for Prago, as the school does not provide classical classes and instructs 

each course participant individually. 

 

 

 

Objective 2: Knowing what works: investing in quality  

 

We want more knowledge and more transparency about the quality and 

effectiveness of the support that is offered, both in terms of the basic skills 

courses provided to adults and the endeavours to promote reading pleasure as 

well as motivation among children, particularly in families where low-literacy is a 

problem. This information will result in a reliable impression per region of the 

reach, type and quality of the support on offer and the effectiveness of the 

various interventions.  

 

People seeking help in raising their literacy, numeracy or digital skills deserve a good quality range 

of support that is geared to their personal needs. Not all municipalities have a quality framework 

yet for non-formal provision, which makes focusing on results and quality difficult. The challenge to 

safeguard quality is even greater given the diversity in the classes that are offered. Each form of 

assistance on offer has its own learning objectives and desired results. This fact also applies to 

activities focused on preventing language deficits, such as reading aloud or reading promotion. As 

a result, increased knowledge of the effects of individual interventions is needed in order to focus 

more effectively on the quality of the approach to tackling low-literacy. Furthermore, a shared 

understanding of the definition of quality and policy from the municipalities on this matter are 

essential.  

 

This requirement applies not only to the classes offered and the preventive programmes, but also 

to the role of the Language Hubs. For example, some of the Language Hubs still lack sufficient 

expertise and volunteers do not always receive the support that they need. Other Language Hubs 

are not yet structurally aligned with the partner organisations, or the assistance that they offer in 

the area of numeracy and digital skills is still too limited.  

 

To boost the effectiveness of tour basic skills policy, it is important that the quality and results of 

the various interventions can be measured, compared with one another and made available 

publicly. Doing so will allow municipalities, providers, teachers, volunteers and caregivers to work 

more effectively towards clear targets as well as establish whether they have indeed achieved 
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these targets. Such a situation will have a learning effect at the local level, since it will be possible 

to deploy future investments more effectively. This improvement is in the interest of not just 

municipalities, providers and volunteers, but especially the target group itself.  

 

 

Objective 3: Joining forces under the leadership of municipalities 

 

At the end of the programme (2024), municipalities will assume independent 

responsibility for basic skills initiatives by being the central actor in a network of 

collaborating parties from the domains of education, work, family, health and 

related areas. Municipal efforts to prevent deficiencies are well aligned with the 

available support for adults. Employers acknowledge the importance of having 

employees with sufficient basic skills and are prepared to invest in them.  

 

Municipalities are the government bodies that are closest to the people who wish to improve their 

skills. To this end, they receive a budget for adult education and have a good insight into a number 

of groups in which low-literacy is common through their responsibilities in the social domain, their 

dealings with early school leavers as well as their policy on eliminating educational disadvantages. 

Municipalities are also libraries’ principals and are responsible for social support as well as youth 

and general healthcare, where help can be offered to these groups. 

 

As a result, municipalities are ideally placed to play a leading role in coordinating the approach to 

tackling low-literacy and low digital skills. Together with the Reading & Writing Foundation and 

others, municipalities started to create the necessary infrastructure as well as cooperative alliances 

in the past few years. Such initiatives include setting up the Language Hubs and Language Points, 

stimulating the establishment of non-formal classes, training volunteers to work as language 

buddies and training professionals to recognise low-literacy among their customers or clients. 

However, this development requires time and is not yet fully completed everywhere. The same 

applies to the efforts of employers, which deserve further incentivising.  

 

Consequently, the next few years will focus on sustaining and expanding the results achieved. 

Where knowledge building, awareness raising, agenda prioritising or support is required, we will 

offer such assistance nationally. Our ambition is for generic, national support no longer to be 

necessary at the end of our programme. Municipalities will play a pivotal role in wide-ranging 

networks that bring together local supply and demand. For municipalities, structural investments in 

basic skills are as essential a part of their efforts in the social domain as they are for employers 

interested in the long-term employability of workers. The national government will then be able to 

focus its future efforts on maintaining the prerequisites for a good-quality offering of education 

options. 

 

3. Ten measures for a higher skill level in the Netherlands  

 

The following measures will help us to achieve the objectives set out above. Each measure has 

quantitative sub-objectives [Appendix 3], which will be elaborated further in cooperation with 

municipalities, researchers and other parties. A monitoring instrument and a baseline measurement 

will be developed later this year with financial support from the European Structural Reform 

Service. We expect to have the initial results of the new approach in late 2020. Appendix 3 

contains an overview of all measures with the associated sub-objectives, to the extent that they 

are currently known. 

 

In the years ahead, we will use Tel mee met Taal as the umbrella programme name for all 

measures that we are jointly taking and financing as members of the government. As shown in the 

Ecorys evaluation, Tel mee met Taal has acquired a solid public profile, has a large reach via digital 

and other media, and enjoys a positive reputation. In our future communications, we will place 

greater emphasis on our commitment to all basic skills: literacy, numeracy and digital skills. 

[Appendix 2] 

 

1. National drive for greater reach, specifically among the NT1 target group  



Our reference 

1479729 

9 

 

 

Not everyone who has difficulty with basic skills can easily find whatever support may be on offer. 

They may not always have positive experiences with education and suffer from feelings of shame 

or insecurity. As a result, we must continue to work on breaking the taboo around low basic skills 

and removing any obstacles to participation in classes as much as possible.  

 

It will require recruitment, promotion and communication focused on the target group (with due 

observance of the differences in needs between men and women, young and older people). This 

fact is particularly true of the NT1 target group. Accomplishing this goal will require municipalities 

and employers making an effort on the one hand and the national government taking responsibility 

on the other. In the next few years, we will therefore invest an average of over €1.3 million 

annually in recruiting participants, particularly from the group with Dutch as a first language. 19 We 

will do so in four ways. 

 

a. We will reserve additional funds for recruiting, training and supporting first-hand experts; 

the so-called language ambassadors. They know what it is to struggle with low levels of 

basic skills, and what it takes to address this. The experience of such experts puts them in 

a position to win over people who have difficulties with basic skills. We will stimulate the 

speedy establishment of language ambassador networks in regions where they are still 

lacking by cooperating with the ABC Foundation, employers, trade unions and others.  

 

b. We are investing in establishing direct, nationally organised communication with the target 

group (and their environment) on the possibilities to start working on basic skills and in 

recruiting groups that cannot easily be contacted via municipalities or employers. In these 

efforts, we differentiate where possible and relevant between sex, age and ability to learn 

by cooperating with experts in the field of communication with vulnerable citizens as well 

as with the target group itself. We will continue the existing Nationale Bellijn (National 

Phone Line) for potential course participants.  

 

In these efforts, we will draw from experiences that we gained in the past few years with 

the Education for Women with Ambition (EVA) project, for example. This project saw the 

launch of a large Facebook group in which more than 20,000 women experiencing 

difficulties with basic skills communicate with each other about day-to-day topics. In 

Friesland, the low-threshold platform www.ikleermeer.nl was developed as an effective 

method to encourage participants – specifically ones from the NT1 target group – to get 

involved in training thanks to positive communication and training options tailored to 

participants' individual needs. [Inspiration box 4]  

 

c. We will hold consultations with the Manifestgroep (Manifest Group) as well as with 

municipalities to explore whether and how we can use government websites as a smart 

way to find people with low basic skills.20 Such a solution will allow us to refer people 

effectively who have trouble completing forms or who get stuck using websites to support 

that is locally available. In this effort, we will draw from experiences that are currently 

being gained with small-scale experiments; for example, in the area of childcare allowance 

applications.  

 

d. Young people who leave school without a starting qualification constitute a vulnerable 

group when it comes to mastering basic skills. This group deserves special attention in 

order to prevent them from suffering a disadvantage for the rest of their lives. 

                                                
19 €1.5 million per year in 2020, 2021 and 2022; €1 million in 2023 and 2024  
20 The Manifestgroep comprises 16 implementing organisations (Tax and Customs Administration, Central 

Administration Office, Central Office for Motor Vehicle Driver Testing, Statistics Netherlands, Care Needs 
Assessment Centre, Central Fine Collection Agency, Judicial Agency for Testing, Integrity and Screening, 
Education Executive Agency, Immigration and Naturalisation Service, Land Registry, Chamber of Commerce, 
National Vehicle and Driving Licence Registration Authority, RVO.nl, Social Insurance Bank and Employee 
Insurance Agency), with as its main spearhead optimising digital and other service provision to citizens and 
companies. 

http://www.ikleermeer.nl/
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Municipalities have insight into early school leavers thanks to their regional registration and 

coordination role for dropouts. 

 

Furthermore, there are a number of initiatives and projects that focus on opportunities for 

young people with poor employment prospects, including the Statement of Intent on 

Prospects on Work that was recently signed by the Ministers and State Secretaries of 

Education and Social Affairs and Employment with the Netherlands Association of Senior 

Secondary Vocational Schools, Confederation of Netherlands Industry and Employers VNO-

NCW, Dutch Federation of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises, Dutch Federation of 

Agricultural and Horticultural Organisations, Association of Netherlands Municipalities, G4, 

G40 and the Employee Insurance Agency.21 

 

 

2. Management agreements on basic skills and an ambitious approach in each labour market region  

 

In the Interbestuurlijk Programma (Inter-Administrative Programme), we made agreements in 

early 2018 with municipalities as well as provinces to make additional investments in people who 

have difficulties with literacy, numeracy and digital skills. Over the next few months, we will further 

flesh out this agreement with the Association of Netherlands Municipalities to arrive at 

intergovernmental management agreements on basic skills for the period 2020–2024. In these 

agreements, we will make specific arrangements for the joint efforts and role allocation that will be 

needed in the years ahead. We will also make agreements on the associated quantitative and 

qualitative objectives, where the basic assumption will be that each labour market region – under 

the leadership of the central municipality and in cooperation with the relevant stakeholders as well 

as partners – will set to work on its own ambitious plan which provides for a demonstrable growth 

of the reach suitable to the local and regional situation. Specific attention must be paid to reaching 

the NT1 target group, safeguarding the quality of the courses offered, and municipal monitoring of 

the reach and results.  

                                                
21 Prospects on Declaration of Intent on Work , November 2018 

In the months ahead, we will work with the parties involved to establish how we can most 

effectively help early school leavers and young job seekers without a starting qualification 

to improve their basic skills.  

 

Inspiration box 4: Ik leer meer in 
Friesland  
 
In Friesland, the Friesland College 

of the collaborating municipalities 

has been awarded the task of 

assisting low-literate people to 

improve their basic skills in the 

area of literacy, numeracy and 

computer usage. Both formal and non-formal classes with a practical approach are 

offered at more than 50 locations  

in the province. This situation means that practical questions from the participants 

play a pivotal role in informing the curriculum on offer. In the interest of 

identifying what participants require, each one is invited to an intake interview in 

their area. Via the ikleermeer.nl platform, participants are recruited using a 

positive recruitment method that does not focus on problems or shortcomings but 

rather on the needs of the potential course participant. This approach has resulted 

in nearly 3,000 participants starting a course each year, a figure that is far higher 
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 3. Additional budget for municipalities  

 

Over the next few years, we will earmark additional resources directly for municipalities, which will 

rise to more than €7 million per year in 2024 to support municipalities in coordinating low-literacy 

initiatives and implementing their regional plans. The additional resources will be distributed as a 

decentralised payment across the central municipalities of the labour market regions and will be in 

addition to the existing specific payment that central municipalities receive to purchase training 

courses in literacy, numeracy and digital skills for low-literate residents of the regions.  

 

This approach means that the central municipalities – together with the other municipalities in the 

region and the relevant partners – will be able to spend the additional budget on such matters as 

investing in professional development, reinforcing preventative measures, improving cooperation 

within the language network or facilitating activities for groups that are more difficult to reach, 

such as low-literate people with Dutch as a first language. The additional funds will also allow for 

further investments in finding and referring course participants to community teams, care 

providers, the Employee Insurance Agency and other implementation agencies, for example. 

[Inspiration box 5] 

 

Over the next few years, we will monitor the results of spending the additional resources in 

consultation with the Association of the Netherlands Municipalities by mainly examining whether 

the resources are actually used for the benefit of the target group and a demonstrable 

improvement of the reach. We will take stock in an intermediate evaluation at the end of 2022. At 

that point, we hope that the regional approach to tackling low-literacy will have improved to such 

an extent that the additional budget can be transferred to municipalities and that the freely 

disposable character of these resources can also be applied to existing municipal payments for 

adult education. This situation will result in the merger of the specific payment for providing classes 

and courses with the temporary additional budget into a single decentralised payment.  

 

than in comparable regions. 
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Inspiration box 5: Comprehensive intake of the 

Krommenie social community team  

The Krommenie social community team focuses 

on improved identification of low-literacy and 

provides a comprehensive intake to people 

applying for support in the community. There are 

two language consultation hours per week, in 

both the library and the social community team 

building. Trained volunteers hold these 

consultation hours. The principal goal of these 

consultation hours is to remove any sense of shame among people and identify 

their motivation for improving their Dutch language skills. Participants first take a 

language test, after which it is decided whether a non-formal class (low-threshold 

class led by a volunteer) or a formal class (with a focus on participation and 

income) would be best suited to the participant in question. In cooperation with 

the Reading & Writing Foundation, a new curriculum has been developed that is 

characterised by a tailored approach and smaller groups. This new curriculum was 

launched in September 2018. 

 

4. Demand-driven, national support programme for low-literacy 

 

Municipalities have a strong need for sharing knowledge, using expertise on reaching the different 

target groups and facilitating the networks that have been established at many locations. This need 

relates to both specific substantive and practical help; for example, setting up effective information 

campaigns, improving the deployment of language volunteers, training desk workers in recognising 

low basic skills and promoting expertise in serving specific target groups such as women who are 

at a distance from the labour market or people with low digital skills.  

 

Much experience has been gained in these areas with the support of the Reading & Writing 

Foundation through projects such as Taal voor het Leven (Language for Life) and Educatie voor 

Vrouwen met Ambitie (Education for Women with Ambition). Ecorys’ evaluation reveals that 

municipalities have generally had positive experiences with this support. In the years ahead, we 

will utilise and expand on these positive experiences as much as possible. We also wish to 

emphasise the relationship with related national support programmes such as the Social Domain 

Programme, in which various ministries, municipalities, the Association of Netherlands 

Municipalities and Divosa collaborate to improve the help that is offered to vulnerable people.  

 

Over the years ahead, we will therefore invest in a new demand-driven, wide-ranging national 

support programme that will facilitate municipalities and their partners in achieving their own 

ambitions to the fullest. The role of the national government and national organisations in this 

programme will gradually be reduced. Consequently, funding for national support will be lowered 

from around €8 million in 2022 to approximately €5.8 million in 2024.  

 

5. Additional investments in basic skills on the work floor  

 

Since 2016, 566 employers have received subsidies for offering basic skills courses to their 

employees, often with a financial contribution from the Tel mee met Taal programme. Furthermore, 

162 employers, 19 sectors and 78 language course providers have joined the Taalakkoord 

Werkgevers (Employer Language Agreement), a growing movement of employers that have 

explicitly set out their commitment to better skilled employees in a work plan. [Appendix 2] 

[Inspiration box 6] An increasing number of employers are becoming convinced that investments 

in employee skills pay for themselves. As a result, we will continue the employer-oriented approach 

of Tel mee met Taal and we will indeed shift it up a gear.  
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Together with the Labour Foundation, we are stimulating employers and trade unions to work 

structurally on improving employee skills as part of their efforts for long-term work employability 

and good employment practices. The regional training and employment help desks of the Employee 

Insurance Agency offer targeted support to employers and trade unions in realising their ambitions. 

Together with the Employee Insurance Agency, we are exploring how the 33 training and 

employment help desks in the Netherlands can cooperate more intensively and effectively with the 

Language Hubs.  

 

We are also looking more closely at the role that trade unions could play in reaching out and 

offering training courses to employees experiencing difficulties with basic skills. We are establishing 

agreements with the Labour Foundation in this regard. Furthermore, we are developing courses 

designed to attract self-employed persons and people with short-term contracts; for example, by 

linking the focus on basic skills to training and further training in entrepreneurship, bookkeeping or 

business administration.  

 

We will raise the budget available for the employer-oriented approach, including co-funding of 

employee training courses, by more than €1 million a year to €3 million annually. Moreover, we are 

ensuring that this budget can be deployed not only for literacy and numeracy but also to improve 

digital skills.  

 

 Inspiration box 6: Investing in language by the 

Brabants Afval Team  

For anyone in Tilburg who thinks about waste, 

the Brabants Afval Team (BAT; Brabant Waste 

Team) probably comes to mind. BAT employs 

150 people. To ensure that employees are and 

remain employable in the longer term, BAT 

started initiatives to offer employees broader-

based training. A scan revealed that 65 of the 

around 100 BAT employees (to a greater or 

lesser extent) do not have a 2F level in reading 

and writing. To improve this situation, a 

training programme was established in 

cooperation with the Tilburg regional training 

centre. Under this training programme, a group of seven to eight employees 

receives training for half a day each week in reading, writing and using a tablet. 

The duration of this training programme differs per group and depends on the 

initial scan score. This programme is concluded with a test, after which a 

certificate is issued to the participant, provided that the participant has scored 

sufficiently well on the test. BAT has also signed the Employer Language 

Agreement to record its ambitions.  

 

6. An effective preventive approach: national support programme to promote reading, with a focus 

on families with low-literacy skills. 
 
Apart from efforts to raise basic skills among adults and endeavours in regular education aimed at 

children and young people, it is necessary to continue encouraging pleasure in reading. The reason 

is that the time taken to read, motivation to read and reading skills in the Netherlands are under 

pressure. To this end, we are investing in a recognisable preventive approach with libraries through 

the Tel mee met Taal programme in order to supplement municipal policy on eliminating 

educational disadvantage and efforts in primary as well as secondary education, youth healthcare 
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and childcare services. We are doing so via a number of activities, both generic and specifically 

focused on the target group with low-literacy skills.  

 

a. We will continue the generic activities to promote reading through programmes such as 

BoekStartCoach (Book Start Coach) and Bibliotheek op School (School Library). These 

programmes require the participation of municipality, library, school and childcare services. 

To implement the Asscher motion on increasing the number of school libraries in primary 

education, we are identifying the critical success factors for school library provision.22 

Where possible, we will also examine the situation in secondary education and childcare 

services.  

 

b. In addition to the generic activities to promote reading, we will invest an average of more 

than €2 million annually in initiatives specifically aimed at reaching parents with low-

literacy skills in the years ahead. Such initiatives may constitute language training courses 

for parents, but also activities aimed at better communication with institutions, improved 

reading/reading aloud skills, training in having discussions with teachers or care providers, 

or activities to stimulate an education-friendly environment at home. A multi-year subsidy 

scheme is to be made available for this purpose. When subsidies are provided, the subsidy 

provider examines whether successful subsidised activities can be incorporated over time in 

municipal efforts aimed at educational disadvantage and vulnerable groups.  
 

c. Via the Reading & Writing Foundation, the National Library and others, we are stimulating 

libraries to focus specifically on parents and children with low-literacy skills so everyone 

can develop pleasure in reading. This aim can be accomplished, for example, by expanding 

the BoekStartCoach project in which library employees working with paediatricians and 

paediatric nurses speak with parents about language development and reading aloud. 

[Inspiration box 7] 

 

Inspiration box 7: BoekStartCoach  

In the BoekStartCoach project, the municipality 

of Waalwijk is cooperating with the Midden-

Brabant Library and the Hart voor Brabant 

Municipal Health Service on the language 

development of children as well as the 

educational partnership and literacy skills of 

their parents. This Book Start Coach (a library 

employee) supports the paediatrician and 

paediatric nurse by being present in the child health centre in order to advise the 

parents of young children about reading aloud and the language development of 

their children. The aim is to make parents more aware of the role that they play in 

the language development of their children and the benefits of the pleasure of 

reading aloud. The Book Start Coach refers the parents to the library, which their 

children can join for free thanks to a voucher from the municipality and where 

they can pick up a Book Start kit with their first reading materials. 

 

d. We will include any relevant insights gained from research in our approach and will adapt 

them where necessary. May 2019 will see the publication of an advisory opinion of the 

Council for Culture and the Education Council examining the question how education can 

help promote reading motivation and skills, consequently reducing the chance of low-

                                                
22 The findings will be presented to the House as part of the evaluation of the System of Public Library Facilities 

Act in late 2019. 
Asscher motion: Parliamentary Papers 35000-VIII, No 109 
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literacy. The recommendations from this advisory opinion will be included in the elaboration 

of our preventive approach and may lead to new measures.  

 

e. We will strengthen the preventive approach to low-literacy by aligning better with policy on 

eliminating educational disadvantage, youth healthcare and childcare services, which 

support children from risk groups. In this regard, we will enter into consultations with 

municipalities as well as social organisations and regularly report on the progress made.  

 

7. Additional focus on quality of Language Hubs and non-formal courses  

 

A number of Language Hubs, in collaboration with the Reading & Writing Foundation, the National 

Library and Sociaal Werk Nederland (Social Work Netherlands), investigated in 2018 how they 

themselves could identify their own level of quality and how a regular external assessment could be 

set up. Considerations in this regard include criteria such as cooperation between professionals and 

volunteers, collaboration with local partners and the quality of the service provision to course 

participants, including potential course participants. The Certificeringsorganisatie Bibliotheekwerk, 

Cultuur & Taal (CBCT; Library, Culture & Language Certification Organisation) is involved in this 

process, as it is tasked with assessing the educational services provided by libraries. In the next 

three years, we will provide an average of €500,000 to be invested in quality improvement, 

evaluation, self-evaluation and/or certification of the Language Hubs.  

 

We are also examining the quality of the non-formal (non-diploma-oriented) courses on offer. The 

Education Inspectorate supervises the providers of formal diploma-oriented courses. However, this 

group of providers today represents just a small portion of the entire market. There is no central 

supervision or generally accepted quality framework for the highly diverse non-diploma-oriented 

(non-formal) education sector. Consequently, too little is known about the quality and impact of 

this sector.  

 

To this end, we will collaborate with municipalities to improve the safeguarding of the quality of the 

non-diploma-oriented sector in the years ahead. In this context, we will work on knowledge sharing 

with respect to procurement and monitoring as well as on improving insight into the quality of 

providers, also for comparison purposes. Providers that are not supervised by the Education 

Inspectorate will be asked to submit an evaluation/self-evaluation or an independent assessment 

or certification (as part of the municipal procurement procedure). [Inspiration box 8] An obvious 

first step would be to focus initially on the providers with a relatively large reach. Because some of 

these providers also offer civic integration programmes, we aim to be as closely aligned as possible 

with the quality assurance embedded in the new civil integration system, for which municipalities 

are responsible as well.  

 

Inspiration box 8: Self-evaluation and 
assessments via the KET-KIT 
 

The Kwaliteitsgroep Educatie Taal (KET; 

Language Education Quality Group) of 

Radboud University and the University of 

Amsterdam has joined forces with research 

agency Phasis to develop the 

Kwaliteitsinstrument Taalonderwijs van de Kwaliteitsgroep Educatie Taal (KET-KIT; 

Language Education Quality Instrument of the Education Quality Group). The KET-

KIT can be used in a wide variety of language programmes (NT2 and NT1, teacher-

based and e-learning-based, as well as combinations of the two) for various target 

groups. The instrument was developed on behalf of the municipality of 

Amsterdam. With the Quality Instrument, providers can establish the quality of 

their course offering themselves. The KET/KIT is a combination of a digital 



Our reference 

1479729 

16 

 

instrument for self-evaluation and an assessment by KET. 

With the self-evaluation and the assessments carried out by KET, providers can 

guarantee their quality and work on improving their course offering. Providers 

whose course offering is of sufficiently good quality will receive a certificate.  

 

8. Independent expertise centre  

 

Together with a number of national partners, including the Association of Netherlands 

Municipalities, we are taking the initiative to set up a new, independent expertise centre for basic 

skills. This expertise centre will function as an expert on legislation and regulation in the area of 

adult education, training regulations and subsidies. Its aim is to improve the coordination of 

knowledge and policy for the benefit of the target group. All parties, from employers to 

municipalities and from schools to social organisations, can turn to this expertise centre.  

 

The expertise centre focuses specifically on promoting quality, teacher professionalism, training 

and further training of volunteers, and sharing good examples. As the number of active NT1 

teachers declined significantly in the past few years, we wish to facilitate the training of new NT1 

teachers through the expertise centre as well. The expertise centre will also coordinate a national 

research agenda attuned to the demands and needs in the field, while it will invest on an annual 

basis in the quality of language volunteers as well as the organisations that work with them. 

Finally, the expertise centre will organise network meetings and will contribute to spreading good 

examples as well as examples of successful local and regional experiments. An annual amount of 

€1 million will be available for the expertise centre.  

 

 

 

 

9. A national picture of the reach of basic skills courses  

 

In the past few years, we measured the reach of those courses offering basic skills that receive 

support from the Tel mee met Taal programme. A total of 90,000 participants were reached over 

the course of three years. However, this amount represents only a portion of the total reach of 

municipalities, employers, libraries and social organisations. Since a national tally of participants in 

courses and classes is lacking, it is difficult to assess where the approach has been successful and 

subsequently investigate the factors that have contributed to any successes.  

 

In the years ahead, we will therefore work with municipalities to gain a more complete picture of 

participation in courses and classes. In doing so, we will need to take account of the fact that this 

process may be associated with an administrative burden for providers and municipalities. This 

year already we will examine how we can set up such a monitoring system as effectively as 

possible for measuring the reach (the input), the output (completed courses) and the outcome 

(improvement in skills and self-reliability). We receive financial and specialist support to this end 

from the European Structural Reform Office as well as the office for the implementation of the 

Inter-Administrative Programme. At the same time, we will follow the recommendations of the SER 

that are to be published in April 2019 on reaching the various groups of low-literate people. The 

aim is eventually to set up a dashboard on which figures, including reach figures, and the results of 

impact assessments will be made public, possibly via www.waarstaatjegemeente.nl. 

Implementation will be assigned to the new expertise centre.  

 

10. Learning approach: scope for experiments 

 

We are seeking to develop a learning approach where supply can respond quickly to the changing 

demands of the target group and which allows us to differentiate more effectively in terms of the 

various participants as well as their diverse needs and capacities. The reason is that the nature of 

the problem is undergoing constant change; for example, owing to developments on the job 

market and digitisation. Moreover, the problems vary depending on the region.  

http://www.waarstaatjegemeente.nl/
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To this end, we will certainly examine the experiences in other European countries. The challenge 

of stimulating participation among people experiencing difficulty with basic skills is not limited to 

the Netherlands but is widely acknowledged as a European phenomenon; for example, via the 

Council Recommendation on 'Upskilling Pathways'. [Inspiration box 9]  

 

Successful examples and new insights will need to be quickly disseminated and scaled up, also 

during the term of the programme. This approach will allow us to raise the quality and gradually 

improve the impact.  

 

In the next few years, we will therefore make additional investments in short, practical 

experiments which are in line with the challenges faced by municipalities, employers as well as 

other parties and which are focused on increasing the reach and/or quality. We will set aside 

€700,000 for these experiments in 2020. From 2021, there will be €350,000 available annually for 

new initiatives and €350,000 for the dissemination, expansion as well as upscaling of proven and 

successful initiatives, in collaboration with the expertise centre.  

 

Inspiration box 9: Learning from 
Europe  
 
At the General Consultation on low-
literacy of 24 June 2018, the 
Minister of Education, Culture and 
Science promised to include good 
examples from other European 
countries in the elaboration of the 
follow-up approach to low-literacy. 
Incidentally, the starting position in 

the Netherlands is relatively favourable. The PIAAC study of the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development shows that the Netherlands scores 
relatively well in terms of the number of low-literate people from an 
international perspective.23 Moreover, the Dutch approach to low-literacy – 
including the Tel mee met Taal action programme – is regularly cited in Europe as 
a good example of cooperation between ministries as well as an effective 
network approach at the local and regional level.24  
 

Nevertheless, there is much room for improvement in the Netherlands, as 
evidenced by this new programme. When preparing to establish this programme, 
we therefore looked closely at examples from comparable European countries. 
We organised the 'Learning from Europe' meeting for more than 50 participants 
from various countries in November 2018. This meeting was part of the annual 
Tel mee met Taal Festival. In February 2019, representatives from almost 30 
different European countries travelled to The Hague for a two-day work and 
study visit on the theme of low-literacy initiatives. It should be noted here that 
the Netherlands is one of the few European countries with a decentralised 
system, which sometimes makes the transferability of good examples difficult. To 
this end, we will involve the Association of Netherlands Municipalities more 
closely in our European activities.  

                                                
23 PIAAC international report Skills Matter: Further Results from the Survey of Adult Skills: 
http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/Skills_Matter_Further_Results_from_the_Survey_of_Adult_Skills.pdf.  
24 See the example of the European Literacy Policy Network (ELINET): http://www.eli-net.eu/good-
practice/examples-of-good-practice/detail/project/tel-mee-met-taal-or-count-on-skills and the final report of 
the ET2020 WGAL 2016-2018: Promoting Adult Learning in the Workplace: 
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8112&furtherPubs=yes.  

http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/Skills_Matter_Further_Results_from_the_Survey_of_Adult_Skills.pdf
http://www.eli-net.eu/good-practice/examples-of-good-practice/detail/project/tel-mee-met-taal-or-count-on-skills
http://www.eli-net.eu/good-practice/examples-of-good-practice/detail/project/tel-mee-met-taal-or-count-on-skills
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8112&furtherPubs=yes
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For the measures in this programme, we specifically examined countries such as 
Sweden – one of the few countries where quality and accessibility is organised at 
the regional level – and Austria with its 'Initiative for Adult Education', which is 
concerned with promoting quality. Finland is a good inspiration for linking up 
education with vocational training. The employer-oriented approach is based on 
a successful subsidy scheme in Norway.  
 
For the purpose of producing as well as sharing innovative ideas and solutions, 
the Netherlands always participates in the ET2020 Working Group on Adult 
Learning, while a National Coordinator Adult Learning has also been appointed 
with financial support from the EU. Furthermore, the Netherlands invests in 
EPALE, the Electronic Platform for Adult Learning in Europe. In 2018, the 
Netherlands also received European resources for two innovative projects: the 
first is focused on promoting quality among municipal civil servants engaged in 
procuring basic skills courses, while the second focuses on the link between adult 
education and vocational education ('Upskilling Pathways'), among other things.  
 

In conclusion 

 

We have an ambitious agenda for tackling low-literacy over the years ahead. In the next few 

months, we will further elaborate the various measures and actions in collaboration with other 

parties. All of these initiatives are part of our efforts to foster a more highly skilled Netherlands.  

 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 
Ingrid van Engelshoven, Minister of Education, Culture and Science 
 

Hugo de Jonge, Minister of Health, Welfare and Sport 

 

Raymond Knops, State Secretary for the Interior and Kingdom Relations 

 

Tamara van Ark, State Secretary for Social Affairs and Employment  
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Appendix 1: Funding (in € x 1,000,000) 

 

What 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 

Permanent adult education budget 

  

Budget for language, numeracy 

and digital skills courses with 

government (WEB) funding 

60.356 60.356 60.356 60.356 60.356 

Stimulus budget of SZW, VWS, BZK and OCW25 

National stimulus: new method 

to reach more people (measure 

1)  

1.5 1.5 1.5 1 1 

Administrative agreement and 

additional budget for 

municipalities (measure 2/3) 

5 5.5 6.05 6.65 7.3 

National support programme for 

low-literacy (measure 4)  

8.05 7.55 7.0 6.4 5.75 

Employer-oriented approach 

(measure 5)  

3 3 3 3.5 3.5 

Generic efforts for promoting 

reading & reading pleasure26  

(measure 6a, 6c) 

2.85 2.85 2.85 2.85 2.85 

Specific focus on families with 

low-literacy skills (measure 6b, 

6d, 6e) 

2 2 2 2.5 2.5 

Quality 

improvement/certification of 

Language Hubs (measure 7) 

0.5 0.5 0.5 - - 

Independent expertise centre, 

including monitoring of reach 

(measure 8/9) 

0.65 1 1 1 1 

Experiments (measure 10) 0.7 0.35 0.35 0.35 0.35 

National programme for 

communication and other 

matters  

0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 

Total27 24.85 24.85 24.85 24.85 24.85 

 

Appendix 2: Tel mee met Taal evaluation report with notes on the realisation of the 

follow-up approach 

 

Tel mee met Taal final evaluation 

 

The Tel mee met Taal programme was launched in 2016. In late 2017, we submitted the initial 

results in an interim evaluation. Research agencies Ecorys and Verwey-Jonker have since 

                                                
25 The stimulus amounts of the departments have been set for the period 2020–2024 and are broken down as 

follows: 
SZW: €5 million/year; VWS: €2 million/year; BZK: €2 million/year; 
OCW: €15.85 million/year, of which €12 million via the MBO budget (article 4), €3.35 million via Culture (article 
14) and €0.5 million via Emancipation (article 25). Of this amount, €14.85 million is structural and is therefore 
not limited to the term of this programme.  
26 Activities in this context, such as the BoekStart and Bibliotheek op School programmes, are available to all 
children and not just the families in the low-literacy target group.  
27 The amounts mentioned exclude incidental project funds from European programmes executed within the 
framework of Tel mee met Taal. Furthermore, the annual EU subsidy to OCW for pilots, communication, 
research and coordination in the area of adult education (approximately €200,000) has not been included.  
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conducted a second (and final) measurement. This measurement reveals that the programme has 

met expectations and even exceeded the objectives in certain areas. The results can be read in a 

report enclosed with this letter.  

 

The conclusions for each research question as contained in the final evaluation are as follows28:  

 

 

1. Have the intended results of the various lines of action been achieved in the period 

2016–2018? 

 

The Tel mee met Taal programme has been successful in achieving the intended results 

and the formulated ambitions. Nearly all lines of action have achieved the quantitative 

ambitions.  

 

2. Have the main objectives and qualitative sub-objectives of the Tel mee met Taal action 

programme been achieved in the period 2016–2018? 

 

The first main objective of the programme is that the approach to tackling low-literacy 

should be focused on raising the self-reliance, participation and/or development 

possibilities of people who face obstacles in these areas due to limited language, 

numeracy and digital skills. The approach in the various lines of action focuses explicitly on 

the aspects mentioned. As a result, main objective 1 has been achieved.  

The second main objective of the programme is that sustainable cooperation should be 

established in each labour market region between municipalities and local partners in order 

to prevent as well as tackle low-literacy. The infrastructure of Tel mee met Taal has led to a 

strong impetus in cooperation between parties. Existing collaborations have been further 

expanded and new parties have joined. The role of municipalities was especially examined 

closely in the interest of firmly establishing sustainable cooperation.  

 

3. How are the various lines of action linked? How do these links contribute to the 

achievement of the main objectives? 

 

The links between the lines of action are not always clear. Since the lines of action work 

with different objectives that are not focused on each other's sphere of activity, the link is 

not always self-evident. It is mainly the link between lines of action 1 and 2 that is visible. 

Furthermore, line of action 4 has projects that link up with all lines of action. Alignment 

between the lines of action is important, particularly for creating sustainable collaboration.  

 

4. How are the preventative and curative programme components linked? How do these 

links contribute to the achievement of the main objectives? 

 

Linking prevention and cure has proven to be difficult. While various people and teams in 

the library are involved with either prevention or curative care, there is very little actual 

collaboration. In fact, they sometimes appear to operate in two separate worlds. As a 

result, actions are still required to bring the two together. Such a connection is considered 

important, as people realise that you can also reach the parents (curative care) through the 

children (prevention).  

 

The organisational structures within the Tel mee met Taal programme also help to keep the 

                                                
28 See evaluation report, pages 75–76 
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preventive and curative components separate. For example, curative care of low-literate 

people is particularly the field of the Reading & Writing Foundation and takes place through 

language networks (and associated Language Hubs), while the prevention of low-literacy is 

particularly the field of the libraries and the Reading Foundation. The prevention of low-

literacy is usually not included as part of the regional Language Agreement. (Incidentally, a 

large degree of coordination does seem to take place between the two domains.) 

 

 

Realisation of the follow-up approach 

We have asked as many relevant parties as possible to help us in shaping the follow-up approach. 

Such parties include low-literate people themselves, regional training centres, libraries, 

municipalities, employers and welfare organisations. 

In this context, the Dialoogdagen (Discussion Days) were organised in June 2018. On 17 October 

2018, the Minister of Education, Culture and Science informed the House of Representatives about 

the outcomes of these days.29 The participants in the Dialoogdagen indicated that the increased 

focus on the theme of low-literacy had a positive impact.  

Following the Dialoogdagen, further discussions were held with a number of experts in the autumn 

of 2018 with the aim of coming up with specific solutions. The following themes were discussed: 1) 

improved reach of the target group, 2) more insight into reach and impact of basic skills courses 

and 3) improved quality of basic skills courses. Furthermore, specific discussions were held on how 

to involve employers, how the connection with the social domain can further be utilised and how a 

coherent family-oriented approach can be developed. During the Tel mee met Taal Festival on 19 

November, around 80 people put their heads together to think of new solutions and give their 

opinions on a number of specific ideas via interactive voting. Furthermore, consultations were held 

in January and February about elements of this letter with various parties, including the Association 

of Netherlands Municipalities, a number of municipalities, the Netherlands Association of Senior 

Secondary Vocational Schools, the ABC Foundation, the members of the Labour Foundation, the 

Reading Foundation, the Reading & Writing Foundation and Divosa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
29 Parliamentary Papers II 2017–2018, 28760, No 83. 
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Appendix 3: Overview of measures and sub-objectives30 

 

Measure Sub-objectives 

1. National investments in 

the development and trials 

of new methods in order 

to reach more people, 

specifically ones in the 

NT1 group.  

A) Training of an additional 200 language 

ambassadors to recruit participants and 

raise awareness among organisations 

about the importance of accessible 

services.  

B) Reaching 1 million people with low basic 

skills via direct communication.  

2. Management Agreements 

on Basic Skills  

A) On 1 October 2019, the Inter-

Administrative Programme is to be 

supplemented with specific, detailed 

agreements on the collaboration between 

the national government and 

municipalities in the area of low-literacy. 

B) No later than late 2024, municipalities 

should be in a position to take 

responsibility for the low-literacy 

initiatives. 

3. Additional budget for 

municipalities 

A) The number of participants being reached 

by municipalities31 is to grow annually 

between 2021 and 2024, following a 

baseline measurement in 2020. 

B) Municipalities are to work towards a 

demonstrable, more balanced reach 

among the various target groups, 

particularly among people with Dutch as a 

first language.  

C) In each labour market region, there is to 

be a supply of formal and non-formal 

adult education training courses focused 

on literacy, numeracy and digital skills. 

4. New national support 

programme for low-

literacy 

A) Between 2020 and 2024, the following are 

to grow with the aid of the national 

support programme: 

i. The number of municipalities with 

a long-term, comprehensive 

approach to dealing with low-

literacy (up to 250) 

ii. The number of organisations that 

have signed the Taalakkoord 

Werkgevers (Employer Language 

Agreement) (to 500) 

iii. The number of organisations that 

recruit, train or support course 

participants (to 2,000) 

5. Additional investments in 

language training on the 

work floor 

A) Between 2020 and 2024, a total of 

30,000 employees are to be reached via 

language training on the work floor.  

                                                
30 The sub-objectives are indicative and can still be amended on the basis of evolving insights from studies 
and/or further consultations with relevant stakeholders. 
31 The annual growth in reach that is considered desirable and feasible will be determined on the basis of the 
baseline measurement.  
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B) At least 1,000 different employers are to 

invest in basic skills courses for their 

employees during the programme period.  

6. National support 

programme to promote 

reading among low-

literacy families and 

prevent deficiencies.  

A) All public library organisations focus on 

parents with young children using an 

educational family-oriented approach, 

with 75% of public library organisations 

offering educational services specifically 

aimed at low-literacy families. 

B) All public library organisations collaborate 

with primary schools in their operating 

area on high-quality digital or other 

educational services, such as school 

libraries.  

C) 90% of public library organisations 

collaborate with secondary schools for 

high-quality educational services, such as 

school libraries.  

D) 90% of public library organisations 

collaborate with childcare facilities for 

high-quality educational services. 

E) 25,000 low-literate parents are reached 

with language and reading activities that 

contribute to promoting an education-

friendly home environment for children.  

7. Language Hub certificates 
and clarity on the quality 
of the educational services 
offered.  

 

A) The quality of providers is to be compared 

and made public.  

B) At least 200 Language Hubs are to be 

certified by the Certificeringsorganisatie 

Bibliotheekwerk, Cultuur & Taal (Library, 

Culture & Language Certification 

Organisation). 

C) All public library organisations are to be 

certified with regard to the quality of the 

educational services that they offer to 

young people (within childcare and 

education facilities) and adults (via course 

providers). 

8. New national expertise 

centre for basic skills  

A) From 2020, new knowledge and expertise 

is to be demand-driven, generated in 

collaboration and shared by all relevant 

parties. 

 

9. New national monitor for 

basic skills  

A) In all labour market regions, the reach 

and effect of low-literacy initiatives is to 

be analysed and compared, taking into 

account the large diversity of participants 

and the courses on offer.  

10. Learning approach: scope 

for experiments 

A) Between 2020 and 2024, at least two 

experiments are to be supported. 
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Appendix 5: Summary at language level 2F/B1 and infographic 

 

Follow-up approach of low-literacy 2020–2024  

Count on Skills 

In the Netherlands, 2.5 million people have problems with reading or maths. They often also have problems using a 

computer or smartphone. These skills are needed to take part in modern Dutch society. This is why we refer to these skills 

as basic skills. It is more difficult for people with few basic skills to find paid work. They face financial problems more often 

than others. They also suffer more often from health issues. 

The government believes that everyone has the right to take part in society. This is why the government will spend extra 

money on the basic skills of children and adults in the next few years. The Tel mee met Taal (Count on Skills) programme 

will carry out the government's plans. 

The government already spends €60 million each year on adult education courses. These courses have to do with language 

skills, maths skills and digital skills. In the next five years, we will spend extra money: €25 million each year. This money 

will help people who have trouble with their basic skills. We are also helping children with language problems.  

We are doing so together with municipalities, libraries, employers, people working in healthcare and social organisations – 
and with the people themselves. This way, we can all help to create a higher skill level in the Netherlands. 

What are we going to do? 

We have three goals. 

Goal 1: Getting more people to work on their language skills, maths skills and digital 

skills  

We are going to help more people improve the skills that they find difficult. We will pay more attention to people with Dutch 

as a first language.  

Everyone is unique. One person benefits most from a course offered at work. Another likes to do 
the same course at home, at the library or at a community centre. Our goal is to help people in a 

way that is best for them. We will offer this help close to their home, in the area where they live, 
anywhere in the Netherlands.  

Goal 2: Knowing what works 

Each town or city will collect information about courses. Having all of this information available means that we will be able 

to know what works best. This way, we can provide even better help to more people. 

 

Everywhere in the country, we collect information about the courses and the help for people with 
low basic skills. How many people followed the course? What did these people learn? We will 
compare these results and we will make the results available to everyone; on a website, for 
example.  

Goal 3: Good help in each town or city  

Towns and cities are already doing a lot to help people who find basic skills difficult. They do so 

together with experts in education, work, family and healthcare. But there is still room to improve. 

Not all towns or cities are taking part yet. We want to change that. Our goal is that all towns and 

cities will take part in five years. This way, they are able to help everyone improve their basic 

skills – both children and adults.  
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10 measures 

We will take 10 measures in the coming years. This way, we can give even more help to people who find the basic skills 

difficult. 

1. We try new ways to reach more people. We pay more attention to people with Dutch as a first language. 

Language ambassadors are helping us to do so. These people also had trouble with the basic skills in the past. 

This is why they can help us to reach people. Language ambassadors can also help organisations to use language 

that people can understand better. New projects help us to find people who we could not find before; via social 

media, for example. We look if we can use government websites to find people who would be helped with courses. 

We pay more attention to young people who may get language problems. 

 
2. We make agreements with the towns and cities. We think that each town or city must offer good support. We say 

that each town or city collects data about the number of people that they help. This way, towns and cities can learn 

from each other.  

 
3. Towns and cities will get extra money to carry out the agreements. Together with the Association of Netherlands 

Municipalities (VNG), we will look at what the towns and cities are doing with the extra money. 

 
4. We will set up a national programme to help towns and cities. Towns and cities will be helped with training 

language buddies, for example. We will also help towns and cities to find people who have trouble with the basic 

skills. We will help them to learn how they can give more help to these people. 

 
5. Each year, we will give €3 million to employers. Employers will use this money for training in basic skills at work.  

 
6. We work to promote reading and to help families. We already do many things to make more people read. We 

will continue to do so. Each year, we will also spend more than €2 million extra to reach parents who have trouble 

with language.  

 
7. We spend €500,000 each year to improve the quality of Language Hubs and Language Points. Course providers 

must make sure that their courses are good. They are checked by other people.  

 
8. We will set up an expertise centre for basic skills. The centre will do research, share knowledge and improve 

quality. We will give extra money to special teachers for people who have Dutch as their first language. 

 
9. We will publish the results of the low-literacy programme. We will publish these results on a website that everyone 

can access. 

 
10. Each year, we spend €700,000 on thinking up new ideas, sharing knowledge and showing good examples. 

 


