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Country Netherlands 
 

Website https://taalvoorhetleven.nl/ 
 

Lead 
organisations 

Reading & Writing Foundation 

Main partners  
 

Period of 
activity 

The Language for Life programme began in 2012, and will run until 
the end of 2015. The pilot programme is part of the 2012-2015 
Literacy Action Plan (Actieplan Geletterdheid) by the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Science (OCW).  
The first year was a preparatory year; the activities in the six pilot 
regions did not properly commence until 2013. 
The programme will be extended as part of action point 1 of the new 
'Count on Skills' action programme (see other good practice 
document). This new programme will officially start on 1 January 
2016, and will conclude on 31 December 2018. 

Language Dutch 
Objectives The Language for Life objectives were listed in the Literacy Action 

Plan 2012-2015 as follows: 
'In order to address illiteracy in the Netherlands, we will need to 
reach substantially greater numbers. From 2012 to 2014 we will be 
trialling new methods within the Dutch context based on experiences 
abroad and advances in research' and 'Six pilots will be run in various 
regions, with an approach that will be based on the experiences 
gained from the Skills for Life and Learning for Life initiatives (from 
the UK and Ireland respectively). Language directors and language 
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coaches will be trained in each of the regions. The language directors 
will assist the language coaches 
in drawing up learning plans and programmes; the coaches will 
support those with low literacy in their learning programmes using 
clear methods. Training will be held in the 
participants' own environments, e.g. at work, in the library, in a 
community centre or at home.' 
The key goals here are clearly: 

- the reduction of low-literacy levels; 
- reaching more people with low literacy skills; 
- working with a combination of professionals (language 

directors) and volunteers (non-professionals). 
 
The objectives were regularly adjusted or expanded over the course 
of the preparatory year in 2012 and during the implementation in 
subsequent years, however the key ingredients remained the same. 
Five basic principles were formulated in order to raise literacy levels, 
to reach more people of low literacy and to channel them into 
education: 

- a strategy for linking low-literacy hotspots with available 
education (formal and informal); 

- a strong emphasis on informal pathways run by volunteers, 
allowing a greater reach in the face of dwindling budgets. 
Volunteers are supported by professional language directors, 
i.e. experts who train the volunteers, serve as a resource and 
play a role in the development of materials and instruments; 

- the development of good-quality materials and instruments 
that can also be used by volunteers; 

- raising awareness and recruitment campaigns; 
- monitoring. 

 
The ultimate goal of Language for Life is to allow everybody to 
participate in society. Effective participation in society requires the 
ability to speak, read and write in Dutch, as well as basic numeracy 
and computer skills.  
In this sense language is not an end in itself, but a means: it gives 
people a boost. 

Target group  
 

Regional partners willing to collaborate on reducing low literacy 
levels, and develop a chain-oriented approach. In nearly all regions, 
these partners include municipal authorities, Regional Training 
Centres (ROCs) and other language education providers, libraries, 
welfare organisations and volunteer organisations. 

Number of 
people involved 

In 2013, 2014 and 2015, over 623 partners in six regions educated 
over 13,472 participants and trained 5,308 
language volunteers (as at December 2015). 

Main activities Language for Life creates regional networks and infrastructure for 
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educating people with poor literacy, numeracy and computer skills. 
It creates a network of healthcare, welfare and language 
organisations, which also includes libraries, Regional Training 
Centres (ROCs), companies, etc. 
All partners in the network are given instruments for recruiting, 
educating and testing participants. Partners are taught to work with 
instruments that are developed specially by or for Language for Life 
such as the  Literacy screener (Taalmeter), teaching and campaigning 
materials, assessments and collaboration models. 
The network also has a physical component, i.e. the local Language 
Point (Taalpunt) or Language House (Taalhuis). Teaching is carried 
out by a combination of professional teachers and trained volunteers. 
 
The Language for Life approach includes a number of nationally 
supported basic elements that can be expanded on by adding 
modules, allowing it to be tailored to local needs. The Language for 
Life approach consists of: 
• an overview of local language programmes; 
• collaboration among local organisations; 
• a Language Point/Language House (Taalpunt/Taalhuis); 
• professional experts; 
• trained language volunteers; 
• targeted recruitment of participants; 
• contextual learning; 
• registration of volunteers and participants; 
• quality assurance and continuity. 
 
The approach follows a certain logical sequence: it always begins 
with the creation of an overview of local language programmes, and 
by forging partnerships between local organisations. Volunteers are 
also trained before participants are recruited. However, there is still 
some flexibility in the sequence of events – smaller municipalities 
often set up a Language House earlier, for example, 
which can then serve as a driver for the entire approach. 
  

Methods for 
recruiting 
participants 

Participants are recruited via: 
- campaigns by regional partners, as well as national 

campaigns; 
- language ambassadors; 
- identifying hotspots; 
- application of instruments such as the Linguometer 

(Taalmeter); 
- information provision etc. by Language Points/Houses. 

 
Professionals 
involved 

In 2015 over 61 municipalities were actively implementing the 
Language for Life approach, in conjunction with 623 local partners. 
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The key partners included municipal authorities, formal and informal 
language education providers, libraries, volunteer organisations and 
organisations that have regular contact with people of low literacy, 
e.g. care organisations, housing corporations, 
debt assistance organisations, companies, food banks, second-hand 
stores, schools, etc. 

Role of each 
professional 

 

Conceptual 
basis of the 
good practice 
examples 

The quantitative study titled 'Clever Cooperation Pays Off' (Slimmer 
samenwerken loont) by Bureau Wending showed that the basis for 
reaching substantial numbers of participants in adult education lies in 
qualitative and widespread collaboration among partner 
organisations, in combination with use of the Literacy screener 
(Taalmeter). Approaches aimed at specific target groups can then 
expand on this basis.  
A 'Language House' (Taalhuis, i.e. a physical, accessible location in 
the city) is recommended so that people have somewhere to go in 
their neighbourhood for advice and information. 
Achieving results requires partner organisations to take ownership of 
the task of combating illiteracy and of the associated approach. 
Organisational ownership can be strengthened through connections to 
local initiatives, concrete agreements with organisations regarding 
their contribution to reducing illiteracy, and a clear distribution of 
roles.  
Municipalities of all sizes play a steering role, and must always: 

• have a local approach that includes partner organisations; 
• ensure progress and financial support; 
• ensure recruitment, training and support for volunteers; 
• recruit participants, organise intake and map out learning 

pathways; 
• organise the education to be provided; 
• set up a Language Point or Language House as a collaboration 

among local organisations. Eighty per cent of all Language 
Houses were set up in libraries. It is important that a 
professional be involved with expertise in illiteracy, the target 
groups, available programmes and intake; 

• ensure regional collaboration, in smaller municipalities 
especially; 

• effectively match volunteers with organisations.  
 

Resources and 
Materials List 

 

Financing An annual sum of €5 million was earmarked for the duration of the 
programme.  

Evaluation  
 

Two key studies (both interim and final) were carried out to evaluate 
the Language for Life approach. 
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Slim samenwerken loont. Uitbreiden en versnellen. Resultaten Taal 
voor het Leven na twee jaar in de regio. 2013 en 2014. [Clever 
Cooperation Pays Off. Expansion and acceleration: Language for Life 
results after two years in the region, 2013 and 2014]. This study was 
commissioned by the Reading & Writing Foundation, and carried out 
by Bureau Wending. It also included the key results from the study 
commissioned by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 
(OCW) on the impact of the programme on social inclusion and on 
increasing language, numeracy and computer skill levels. The latter 
study was performed by Maastricht University, Educational Research 
& Development, School of Business and Economics (see also the 
reference list). 1 

Political impact 
and policies 

The success of the development of the Language for Life programme 
has resulted in the Dutch government's decision to expand the 
approach, rolling it out in all 35 labour market regions in the 
Netherlands. This will occur as part of Action Point 1 of the new 
'Count on Skills' (Tel mee met Taal) programme scheduled for launch 
in 2016. 
See also the 'Count on Skills' good practice. 

Transferability  
Reference List 
 

https://taalvoorhetleven.nl/over-taal-voor-het-leven/het-programma/ 
https://taalvoorhetleven.nl/uploads/bestanden/TvhL_Slim_samenwer
ken_loont__Uitbreiden_en__versnellen_(2015).pdf 
https://taalvoorhetleven.nl/uploads/bestanden/Evaluatieonderzoek_Ta
al_voor_het_Leven_(Universiteit_Maastricht,_2015).pdf 
 

 

																																																								
1	Impactonderzoek taaltrajecten Taal voor het Leven op het gebied van sociale inclusie en leesvaardigheid 
Deel A en deel B [Study on the impact of Language for Life pathways on social inclusion and literacy, parts 
A and B). 1	


