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Abstract 
In recent years, the level of Dutch grammar in Flemish and Dutch secondary schools has been the 
subject of much debate. Research by [1] into the grammatical knowledge of ninth graders (n=359) 
suggests that their knowledge falls short of the final attainment targets, as set by the Flemish 
Government ([2]). Additional research now tries to discover the reasons underlying this trend, not only 
by focusing on student cognition but also on teacher cognition ([3]) as an ‘understudied’ aspect of 
language teaching. 

Do seventh graders reach the final attainment targets for grammar as set out by the Flemish 
Government, and are there any differences with ninth graders, or differences according to gender, 
curriculum and school type? 

Seventh graders (n=50) were asked to identify parts of speech (e.g. preposition) and parts of the 
sentence (e.g. direct object) in a grammar test, all of which are described in the final attainments 
targets ([4]). The sentences were lifted from a manual used in the seventh grade.  

The research reveals that, in general, (1) seventh graders hardly attain the targets prescribed for 
Dutch grammar; (2) ninth graders score slightly better than seventh graders; (3) female pupils do 
better than male pupils; (4) pupils studying Latin do much better than those who do not, and (5) pupils 
in colleges do better than pupils in athenaeums. 

The study confirms previous research into grammar knowledge ([3]) and teachers’ attitudes towards 
teaching grammar ([5]): 52% of the teachers are rather pessimistic about their students’ level of 
grammatical proficiency and 47% of the teachers are of the opinion that the teaching of grammar is 
the poor relation in the Dutch language curriculum. 

Keywords: teaching of grammar, attainment targets, secondary education, curriculum design. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 
In recent years, the teaching of Dutch grammar has come under fire in Flemish and Dutch secondary 
education as well as tertiary education. The general perception in society, including the perception of 
teachers, is that language performance of secondary school pupils is on the downgrade. The present 
Flemish Minister for Education, however, claims that “there is no hard evidence for a falling trend in 
grammar and spelling levels, only observations from the educational field” ([6]). Since perceptions are 
not based on scientific research, that is the reason why [1] has carried out an inquiry into one aspect 
of language learning, i.e. grammar and spelling.  

1.2 Grammar research 
Research into the grammatical knowledge of senior pupils in secondary education (n=359; aged 17-18 
years) suggests that their knowledge falls short of the ‘final attainment targets’, which are briefly 
worded descriptions of the knowledge, insights and skills that pupils should have mastered by the end 
of each school year. In 2008, SE-pupils were asked to complete a Dutch grammar and spelling test in 
20 minutes. The questions were lifted from real examinations and Dutch handbooks and were 
approved by teachers. The test consisted of 4 categories (spelling of words, spelling of verbs, word 
classes and parsing) and variables were: (1) geography (Flanders versus the Netherlands), (2) gender 
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(male versus female), (3) curriculum (Latin versus non-Latin) and (4) school type (athenaeum versus 
college). In this paper, we cannot possibly go into all variables or into the spelling tests, for that matter. 
We refer to [1] and [7] for extensive coverage of the variables, and to [8] for an analysis of the spelling 
results. 

With additional research, we now set out to discover the reasons underlying this trend, not only by 
focusing on student cognition and attitude, but also on teacher cognition and attitude as an 
‘understudied’ aspect of language teaching ([9], [10], [11], [12]). 

In this paper, we try to find out whether Flemish seventh graders (aged 13-14) reach the final 
attainment targets prescribed for their grade. We will focus on grammar (word classes and parsing) 
and on the same variables as mentioned above ([1]): (1) gender (male versus female), (2) curriculum 
(Latin versus non-Latin) and (3) school type (athenaeum versus college). In Flemish secondary 
education, students can choose between four different types of schooling: ASO, TSO, KSO and BSO. 
In ASO education, the students are given a thorough theoretical grounding which prepares them for 
higher education or university. Both [1] and this paper focus on ASO. 

1.3 Research question 
In this paper, three questions will be addressed: (1) do seventh graders reach the final attainment 
targets for Dutch grammar as set out by the Flemish Government?; (2) do seventh graders in ASO 
perform better or worse in this aspect than ninth graders in ASO, as studied in [1]; and (3) are there 
any differences according to gender, curriculum and school type? 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Informants 
Informants were seventh-grade (n=50) pupils in two Flemish athenaeums (n=25) and two Flemish 
colleges (n=25). In general, Flemish athenaeums are state schools (official education), a neutral form 
of education, organized and controlled by the Flemish Community, while colleges (private schools) 
refer to free and subsidized education, mainly Catholic schools. Some of the informants had Latin in 
their curriculum (n=25) while others did not (n=25). 

2.2 Test 
The participants were asked to sit a traditional grammar test, i.e. a test on word classes and parsing, 
consisting of 14 sentences, 11 of which cover word classes/parts of speech (e.g. preposition, verb, 
definite article, adjective) and 3 concern parts of the sentence/sentence functions (i.e. subject, direct 
object, indirect object). In each sentence, one word or sentence part was underlined, and informants 
were asked to name the part of speech or sentence. No choices were given so as to eliminate the 
chance of random guessing. 

The parts of speech and the parts of the sentence were taken from the final attainment targets and 
concrete examples were gleaned from a handbook for Dutch in secondary education. 

For the quantitative analysis of the results, an Excel file was created listing the variables (gender, 
grade, school type, curriculum) and the results for each of the 14 tested items. 

3 RESULTS 
While based on the test described in 2.2, several results can be extrapolate, in this paper, we will 
focus on the research questions raised in section 1.3. 

3.1 Do seventh graders reach the final attainment targets for Dutch grammar 
as set out by the Flemish Government? 

Table 1 shows the final score for the grammar test in the seventh grade. The average score of 48.8% 
shows that, in general, seventh graders do not reach the final attainments targets for Dutch grammar. 
As is shown by the percentages in bold, 4 out of the 8 categories of pupils fail to make 50% (a 
standard measure in marking school assignments and tests).  
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Table 1.  Average percentage scores for grammar seventh grade 

Seventh grade  

Athenaeum College  

non-Latin Latin non-Latin Latin  

male female male female male female male female average 

24.0% 45.2% 41.0% 56.4% 30.9% 54.7% 66.8% 72.0% 48.8% 

3.2 Do seventh graders do better or worse than ninth graders? 
Table 2 summarizes the main results of [1] for the grammar test sat by ninth graders. The average 
score is 57.0%. As is shown by the percentages in bold, 3 out of the 8 categories of pupils do not 
reach 50%. Non-Latin pupils in Flemish athenaeums and non-Latin male pupils in Flemish colleges do 
not reach the final attainment targets for grammar (if we take 50% as a standard measure). 

Table 2.  Average percentage scores for grammar ninth grade  

Ninth grade  

Athenaeum College  

non-Latin Latin non-Latin Latin  

male female male female male female male female average 

42.5% 45.5% 71% 66.5% 28.5% 54.0% 77.0% 71.5% 57.0% 

3.3 Are there any differences according to gender, curriculum and school 
type?  

3.3.1 Gender 
Table 3 shows the distribution of the grammar scores according to ‘gender’. Both in the seventh grade 
and (to a lesser extent) in the ninth grade, female pupils score better than their male counterparts. 
This is in line with the literature: women are more proficient in their first and second languages than 
men ([13]). 

Table 3.  Comparison male and female pupils 

 male female 

Seventh grade 40.6% 57.0% 

Ninth grade  54.7% 59.3% 

Average 47.6% 58.1% 

3.3.2 Curriculum 
Table 4 gives the average results according to the variable ‘curriculum’. Pupils having Latin in their 
curriculum do considerably better than pupils who do not take Latin classes. This variable shows up 
the most pronounced discrepancy: 25% as opposed to 11% for gender (3.3.1) and 13% for school 
type (3.3.3). Since pupils taking Latin classes are more familiar with grammatical issues, this finding 
does not come as a surprise. 
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Table 4.  Comparison Latin and non-Latin pupils 

 Latin non-Latin 

Seventh grade 59.0% 38,7% 
Ninth grade  71.5% 42.6% 
Average 65.2% 40.6% 

3.3.3 School type 
Finally, Table 5 gives the average results for the variable ‘school type’. What is striking here is that 
there is hardly a difference in the ninth grade. Seventh-grade pupils in athenaeums, on the other hand, 
score worse than their colleagues in colleges. The difference amounts to 14%. This result may be a 
coincidence, as the number of informants in the seventh grade was only 50, while the number in the 
ninth grade was 359. This is a subject for future research.  

Table 5.  Comparison athenaeum and college pupils 

 Athenaeum College 

Seventh grade 41.6% 54.6% 

Ninth grade  56.3% 57.7% 

Average 48.9% 56.1% 

4 CONCLUSION 
In this paper, three questions have been addressed concerning the grammatical knowledge of Flemish 
seventh graders in the ASO school type: 1) do seventh graders reach the final attainment targets for 
Dutch grammar as set out by the Flemish Government?; (2) do seventh graders perform better or 
worse  than ninth graders in this respect, as studied in [1]; and (3) are there any differences according 
to gender, curriculum and school type?  

Seventh graders (n=50) were asked to identify parts of speech (e.g. preposition) and parts of the 
sentence (e.g. direct object) in a grammar test, all of which are covered in the final attainments targets 
([4]). The sentences were lifted from a manual used in the seventh grade.  

The research reveals that, in general, (1) seventh graders hardly attain the targets prescribed for 
Dutch grammar; (2) ninth graders score slightly better than seventh graders; (3) female pupils do 
better than male pupils; (4) pupils studying Latin do much better than those who do not, and (5) pupils 
in colleges do better than pupils in athenaeums.  

As for the different subfields in the Dutch curriculum, traditional grammar, i.e. word classes and 
parsing, may be considered to be problem areas, and this is in line with findings about the attitude of 
mother-tongue teachers ([3]). 

REFERENCES 
[1] V. Van Vooren and F. Devos, “Grammaticaonderwijs: het oude zeer” [“Teaching grammar: a 

sore spot”]. Over taal, vol. 47, no. 4, pp. 90-92, 2008. 

[2] Flemish Government, “Secundair onderwijs - A-stroom - Nederlands - Vakgebonden 
eindtermen” [“Secondary education – top bracket - Dutch - Final attainment targets for specific 
subjects”]. Retrieved from http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/curriculum/secundair-onderwijs/eerste-
graad/vakgebonden/a-stroom/nederlands/eindtermen.htm, 2014. 

[3] F. Devos and V. Van Vooren, “Teachers’ attitudes towards (the alignment between) grammar in 
the L1 language curriculum of primary and secondary education”. ICERI 2014 Proceedings CD. 
IATED, pp. 5642-5651, 2014. 

7370



[4] J. Uyttendaele, “Taalbeschouwing volgens de nieuwe eindtermen Nederlands” [“Language 
according to the new final attainment targets for Dutch”]. Retrieved from 
http://www.netdidned.be/TAALBESCHOUWING%20VOLGENS%20DE%20NIEUWE%20EINDT
ERMEN%20NEDERLANDS12-2-14.doc, 2014. 

[5] F. Devos, Filip, “Grammatica in het Vlaamse lager en secundair onderwijs: een verkennend 
attitude-onderzoek bij leerkrachten” [“Grammar in Flemish primary and secondary education: an 
exploratory study into teachers’ attitudes”]. Over taal, vol. 51, no. 5, pp. 134-137, 2012. 

[6] J. Stevens, “Spelling? Wasda?” [“Spelling? Whatsthat?”]. Knack, vol. 46, no. 6, pp. 34-37, 2016. 

[7] V. Van Vooren, “Grammar education ‘in Dutch. Study of the Dutch grammar level in the final 
year of secondary education in Flanders and the Netherlands”. Unpublished masterproof. 
Ghent: University College Ghent, Department of Translation, 2008.. 

[8] F. Devos and V. Van Vooren, “Een correlatief onderzoek naar de kennis van spelling bij 
laatstejaarsleerlingen ASO en VWO” [“A correlative study on the spelling knowledge of last-year 
students ASO and VWO”]. Logopedie, vol. 23, no. 3, pp. 63-68, 2010. 

[9] F. Devos and V. Van Vooren, “A correlative study on language and non-language students’ 
metacognitive aspects of spelling”. INTED 2015 Proceedings CD. IATED, pp. 2798-2803, 2015. 

[10] F. Devos, “Learning from teachers’ cognition: some myths and realities about teachers’ attitudes 
towards spelling”. EDULEARN 2015 Proceedings CD. IATED, pp. 7395-7402, 2015. 

[11] F. Devos, V. Van Vooren and A. Mottart, “Secondary-school pupils’ metacognition for spelling: 
much ado about nothing?” EDULEARN 2016 Proceedings CD. IATED, pp. 6319-6324, 2016. 

[12] M. Verdoodt and F. Devos, “The influence of metacognition and attitude on spelling 
competences among college undergraduates”. EDULEARN 2016 Proceedings CD. IATED, pp. 
6314-6318, 2016. 

[13] F. W. P. van der Slik, R. W. N. M. van Hout and J.J. Schepens, “The Gender Gap in Second 
Language Acquisition: Gender Differences in the Acquisition of Dutch among Immigrants from 
88 Countries with 49 Mother Tongues.” Plos One, vol. 10, no. 11. Retrieved from 
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0142056, 2015. 

7371




