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ABSTRACT
In this introductory article, the guest editors introduce the special
issue by providing some background information on excellence
programmes in higher education in the Netherlands. This article
also describes the current state of knowledge on excellence
programmes in the Netherlands, especially in terms of the effects
of these programmes on students and on higher education
institutions, and they identify how this special issue fills some of
the most prominent remaining gaps in the literature on this
topic. In the remainder of the introductory article, the authors
briefly summarize the other articles in the special issue, and
synthesize the main conclusions from these studies to shed
further light on the key contributions of this special issue to the
literature, and on recommendations for policy makers,
institutions, and teaching staff in higher education.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 5 November 2020
Accepted 9 November 2020

KEYWORDS
Excellence programmes;
Higher education; Skills;
Diffusion effects

Excellence programmes in Dutch higher education: background and
knowledge gaps

Over the past decade, the higher education sector in the Netherlands has gradually
focused more on differences between students and the question of how higher education
institutions can respond to these (Wolfensberger, van Eijl, and Pilot 2004). Differen-
tiation – offering variety in content, form, and level – can help to better tailor education
programmes to students. Excellence programmes are one example of the strategies that
have been used to achieve this (Kool et al. 2017). Excellence programmes are aimed at
students who feel insufficiently challenged in their regular education programmes.
Although other terms are used as well to refer to excellence programmes (e.g. talent pro-
grammes or honours programmes), in this special issue we will use the terms excellence
programme and excellence education for reasons of consistency.
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Although excellence programmes in the Netherlands have existed since 1993, excel-
lence programmes at research universities and universities of applied sciences became
more widely implemented through the Sirius grant programme from the Dutch Ministry
of Education, Culture and Science (see e.g. Allen et al. 2015). This grant programme ran
from 2008 to 2014 and had a budget of 60 million euros. Excellence education has since
been on the rise throughout Dutch higher education. After the completion of the Sirius
programme, many higher education institutions expressed the intention to continue to
pursue excellence in the ‘Excellence for Manifesto of the Future’. The Ministry of Edu-
cation, Culture and Science has supported this intention with the Excellence research
programme of the National Directorate for Educational Research (NRO).

Between October 2015 and December 2019, we conducted research into the effects of
excellence programmes in higher education in the Netherlands as part of this research
programme. After all, although excellence programmes have been implemented widely
in Dutch higher education institutions, little was known about the effects of these pro-
grammes on students and educational institutions.

There is a great variety in excellence programmes in the Netherlands, not only in
vision, but also in naming, organization, design, position in relation to regular education,
and disciplinary orientation. Despite this variety, excellence programmes face a number
of common challenges. One of the challenges that excellence programmes are facing is
how to shape the student selection procedures. These procedures differ both between
institutions and within institutions. Some programmes use a number of formal criteria,
such as the average grade. Others mainly look at the motivation, based on a written state-
ment or on selection interviews. However, little is known about the effectiveness of these
selection instruments: which factors play a role in the selection process, which factors
determine whether students who participate in an excellence programme also success-
fully complete it, and how can the effectiveness of the selection process be improved?

A related point is that there is little insight into the individual effects of excellence pro-
grammes. Previous research shows that graduates from excellence programmes achieve a
higher final grade and evaluate their study programmemore positively (Allen et al. 2015).
In this sense, excellence programmes appear to have added value. However, honours stu-
dents are a selective group. They are, according to earlier research, more motivated and
have more cognitive skills than students who do not take part in excellence programmes
(Kool et al. 2017; Scager et al. 2012). The question is what the separate effect of excellence
programmes is when we take into account these selection effects. In addition, there is still
little knowledge about the learning outcomes of excellence education in a broader sense.
With regard to learning outcomes, it is obvious to think of study results in the first
instance, but often more generic skills such as creativity, leadership, and critical thinking
are associated with excellent students as well. The question is whether students are
selected for participation in excellence programmes based on these skills, or whether stu-
dents experience a stronger growth in these skills during their participation in excellence
programmes than students in regular programmes.

Finally,many institutions strive tomake excellence education a testing ground for experi-
menting with education and the way in which it is offered and organized more generally.
Institutions expect that investments in excellence education will translate into benefits for
regular education programmes as well as for the organization. Positive impact effects
from excellence education are, therefore, expected, but it is unclear whether this broader
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impact is really achieved, and if so to what extent. Additionally, it is unclear how institutions
are steering, through policy measures, the impact effects of excellence education.

Key contributions and research questions

To gain more insight into the knowledge gaps described above, our research has
focused on the individual effects of excellence programmes, on the ways in which insti-
tutions succeed in selecting students to participate and to challenge them to perform
better, and on the impact effects of excellence education on higher education insti-
tutions and how these can be embedded more structurally. With respect to the selec-
tion of and the effects on individual students, we addressed the following central
research questions:

(1) How are candidates for excellence programmes identified, which procedures and cri-
teria are used, and which preferences do selectors of excellence programmes have
when it comes to students’ characteristics and qualities?

(2) Which factors play a role in the selection process, which factors determine whether
students who participate in an excellence programme also successfully complete it,
and how can the effectiveness of the selection procedure be improved?

(3) What are the effects of participation in excellence programmes on cognitive and
non-cognitive skills among higher education students in the Netherlands?

Related to the impact on higher education institutions, we first study the extent to
which excellence education functions as a testing ground. We do so using the concept
of structural ambidexterity (i.e. organizations that exploit and explore). The next research
question relates to the diffusion effects of excellence education on the institution:

4. To what extent are the testing grounds formed by excellence education in five Dutch
higher education institutions structurally ambidextrous explorative units that create
educational innovations?

5. What are the diffusion effects, and their preceding processes, resulting from excellence
education at five Dutch higher education institutions?

To answer these research questions, we collected rich data on a variety of stakeholders
in the Dutch higher education sector. We conducted questionnaires and tests among
more than 1000 students, both at the start and towards the end of excellence pro-
grammes, and both among students in excellence programmes and among a control
group; we collected data from student administrations; we requested selection judgments
from selectors of excellence programmes; we interviewed selectors of excellence pro-
grammes and asked them to complete an online questionnaire with vignettes; we per-
formed an extensive document analysis; and we gathered information on the broader
impact of excellence programmes through questionnaires and interviews with policy
makers, administrators (programme coordinators and managers), teachers, and students.
For further details about the Dutch higher education system and the main visions and
aims underlying excellence programmes in the Netherlands, we refer to the other contri-
butions in this special issue.
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Contents of this special issue

In this special issue, we present the results of this research project in five research articles.
As such, this special issue brings together cutting-edge research based on highly recent
data which offers state-of-the-art insight in the effects of excellence programmes in
higher education. Although our research focuses on the Netherlands, our findings lead
to important implications and recommendations for excellence programmes in other
countries as well.

We first present two articles focusing on the selection of students for excellence pro-
grammes. Firstly, Jacobs, Leest, Huijts and Meng provide an analysis of selection pro-
cedures for excellence programmes in the Netherlands. The selective nature of
excellence programmes asks for a better understanding of selection criteria to ensure a
good match between students and programmes. However, in the Netherlands, research
has not sufficiently explored the selection procedures of excellence programmes when it
comes to which selection procedures are used, which selection criteria are used, who is
involved in the selection procedures, and what coordinators, teachers and selectors of
excellence programmes actually find important. The main underlying question is
whether the selection procedures and criteria connect to theories on excellence and suc-
cessful intelligence, as the chance of a good match between student and programme
would be greatest when the selection procedures and criteria reflect the theoretical per-
spectives that underlie the aims of the excellence programmes. Moreover, the extent to
which this is the case will depend on the interpretation and application of the selection
procedures and criteria by the staff responsible for the selection process. This article
sheds light on these issues by using a questionnaire including vignettes among fifty selec-
tors of excellence programmes from eighteen institutions, supplemented with in-depth
interviews with selectors of nine excellence programmes.

Whereas the first article focuses on the selection procedures and criteria, the second
article on selection by Leest and Wolbers moves one step further in the process, and con-
siders which factors actually increase the chance of being selected for participation in
excellence programmes. More specifically, in this article the authors examine how critical
thinking and creativity of students, in addition to study results, are related to their chance
of being selected for an excellence programme. Additionally, they examine to what extent
these student characteristics determine successful completion of their participation in an
excellence programme. In order to do so, they have used longitudinal data (2016–2019)
on over 1000 students from five higher education institutions in the Netherlands.

These rich longitudinal data were also used in the third article of this special issue,
which focuses on effects of participation in excellence programmes on the cognitive
and non-cognitive skills of students. In this article, Jacobs, Huijts, Van Broekhoven,
Meng, Straetmans and Van der Velden examined whether students in excellence pro-
grammes showed a stronger development in critical thinking, creativity, leadership, pol-
itical engagement, and study results than students in regular education programmes.
After all, although the number and popularity of excellence programmes have grown
substantially, little is known about the potential benefits of excellence programmes for
students in the Netherlands. This article contributes to existing knowledge on this
issue by including measures of several cognitive and non-cognitive skills to assess stu-
dents’ development during their participation in the excellence programmes, by
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following students’ development using a longitudinal approach in which students com-
pleted questionnaires and tests both at the start and at the end of the excellence pro-
grammes, and by using a control group of students who did not participate in
excellence programmes but who would have been eligible to take part.

Finally, two articles focused on the broader impact of excellence education on higher
education institutions. The starting point of both articles is the claim – or perhaps legit-
imization – that excellence education not only has effects on individual students, but can
also impact institutions as a whole. The reasoning is that teachers can experiment in
excellence education, making it a testing ground for education innovations, which can
be diffused to regular education programmes. Imaginable are also broader effects of
offering excellence education (for example, on the attractiveness of the institution
towards prospective students). These broader impacts to some extent legitimize
funding excellence education. In the fourth article, Kolster examined the testing
ground function of excellence education by using the structural ambidexterity concept,
which originates in the business literature. This perspective is unique in the public
sector and in higher education, but well-suited to examine the testing ground functioning
of excellence education. Having concluded that excellence education can indeed function
as a testing ground, in the fifth article Kolster examines the broader impacts of excellence
education on institutions. Attention is paid to primary effects on education, secondary
effects on the organization, and tertiary effects related to external impacts (e.g.
attractiveness).

Overview of main conclusions

Selection of students

In the vignette survey conducted among selectors of excellence programmes, it strongly
emerged that higher grades and more extracurricular experiences such as spending time
abroad, study-related part-time jobs, and voluntary work contribute positively to the
chances of being invited for a selection interview. In addition, motivation, thinking
ability, perseverance, social involvement and creativity play an important role in the
selection process. In terms of the selection procedures of excellence programmes in
the Netherlands, we found that in most cases the written application is treated as a
prelude to an oral selection procedure consisting of one or two stages. Pre-selection
based on the written phase is often only a theoretical possibility because the number
of registrations hardly exceeds the number of places available, and selectors are better
able to assess to students’ suitability for the programmes through oral interviews or
assessments.

When looking at the determinants of being selected for participation in excellence
programmes, the results show that critical thinking and study results are important
factors in predicting participation. In addition, the chances of participating in excellence
programmes are higher for students who are more intrinsically and extrinsically motiv-
ated. Our results also show that there are few factors with a clear effect on the likelihood
of successful completion of excellence programmes. We only find that students in excel-
lence programmes who work a greater number of hours next to their studies have a
smaller chance of successfully completing the excellence programme.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 5



Effects on students

Students who have participated in excellence programs during their bachelor’s degree
have developed positively on both cognitive and non-cognitive skill measures.
However, regular students experienced a similar positive growth. In general, students
in excellence programmes achieve higher scores than students in regular programmes
on all outcome measures, the main explanation being that students in excellence pro-
grammes already scored better on most cognitive and non-cognitive outcome measures
at the start of the excellence programmes than students in regular programmes. This
suggests that the main differences between the two groups stem from the selection of stu-
dents with higher skill levels for excellence programmes.

Broader impact on higher education institutions

Excellence education does indeed function as a testing ground (i.e. an explorative unit)
for educational or organizational innovations, and is recognized as such by different
actors. Diffused innovations are, for example, student-driven learning approaches and
student assessment practices. However, excellence education is not the main source of
educational innovation; others – such as initiatives by individual teachers – are generally
considered to be more important. Likewise, the number of diffused innovations is rather
limited. Using the insights from structural ambidexterity we conclude that to improve the
impact of excellence education on the organization, attention is to be paid to the inte-
gration of excellence education in the organization, particularly through leadership atti-
tudes (central coordination of the testing ground and its outcomes) and connectedness of
key actors (not only internal, but also to actors external to excellence education).

Turning now to the impact on the whole organization, we observed some educational,
organizational, and external diffusion effects. Teachers indicated that they experimented
with educational content in excellence education, after which they implemented this in
regular study programme courses too. At the organizational level, a prominent effect
was the creation of new relationship structures, particularly amongst teachers involved
in excellence education. Commonly heard external effects included the heightened repu-
tation and visibility of the institution due to offering excellence education. The diffusion
mainly happens through teachers who are involved in both excellence and regular edu-
cation. The role of students, administrators, policy makers, and management in achiev-
ing diffusion effects is limited. Steering instruments are rarely used with a view to achieve
or spread diffusion effects, but do create the conditions in which effects may arise. Con-
sequently, we see few signs of policy-driven, directed, or guided innovation initiated by
actors other than teachers. We find this surprising because three of the five institutions
envisioned at the inception of excellence education that it should have diffusion effects on
the broader institution.

Main conclusions of this special issue and key contributions to the literature

Taken together, the research presented in this special issue contributes to the existing lit-
erature on excellence education in various ways. The results offer new insights on which
selection criteria are used in excellence education, and on how they are used in practice
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by staff responsible for the selection process. This knowledge may prove to become
increasingly valuable with the increasing diversification of higher education. The
findings also shed new light on the effects of excellence education on students, and
suggest that students do not appear to reap additional benefits from participating in
excellence programmes when it comes to skills that are central to some of the main
visions and aims of excellence education. Looking at the broader impact of excellence
education on higher education institutions, the findings presented in this special issue
also reveal how structural ambidexterity can be created in higher education, and
thereby also adds to research in the broader area of organizational learning in public
sector organizations. The results also contribute to the literature on the diffusion of inno-
vations within higher education institutions, covering both educational and organiz-
ational aspects.

All in all, looking at the results presented in this special issue, excellence education has
the potential to be beneficial for both students and higher education institutions, and as
such has already enriched Dutch higher education. However, we also conclude that there
are still considerable opportunities to get more out of excellence education. Several com-
monly applied selection criteria (e.g. thinking ability and study results) are weakly cor-
related to students’ development trajectories in excellence education. Students who
participate in excellence education already score better on these aspects at the start,
and they do not develop themmore strongly throughout the course of the excellence pro-
gramme than students in regular education programmes. However, this may also indi-
cate that the skill and development measures included here do not fully cover the
main aims and visions of excellence education. After all, most excellence programmes
aim to broaden and deepen students’ knowledge and outlook, without necessarily
improving certain specific cognitive or non-cognitive skills (Hernández-Torrano and
Saranli 2015). Also, it should be kept in mind that it is not evident that students in excel-
lence programmes would have had similar development trajectories if they would have
not participated in excellence programmes. After all, excellence programmes are
ideally suited to provide tailor-made learning pathways, and allow institutions to offer
education in which all students can perform optimally, regardless of how talented they
are (Allen et al. 2015). As such, the equal levels of growth for students in excellence pro-
grammes and students in regular programmes may still partly be testimony to the added
value of excellence programmes.

Additionally, despite the relatively long existence of excellence education in the Neth-
erlands, its benefits are not well documented or steered. We see this as a potential threat
to the legitimacy of this relatively costly educational activity. Higher education insti-
tutions can create more insight into what is achieved in excellence education, both in
terms of individual outcomes and in terms of impacts on the institution as a whole. Struc-
tured approaches (policy measures, central coordination, information collection) to do
so are needed, but are currently largely absent.

Recommendations for policy makers, institutions, and teaching staff

Based on the research presented in this special issue, we can offer the following rec-
ommendations to policy makers, higher education institutions, and teaching staff in
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the Dutch higher education sector, many of which would be relevant in other national
contexts as well:

. The influence of the income and education level of the parents on the chance of being
selected for an excellence programme gives rise to reflection on the way in which selec-
tion takes place and on the accessibility of excellence programmes for students from
different socioeconomic backgrounds.

. Students in excellence programmes distinguish themselves through a high extrinsic
motivation. Excellence programmes can respond to this (e.g. by offering selective pro-
grammes and distinctive qualifications), but this can also come with the risk of attract-
ing students who are mainly focused on CV building.

. Selectors prefer students who belong to the top 25% academically and also take part in
extracurricular activities, but our results show that students in excellence programmes
who work more alongside their studies have a smaller chance of successfully complet-
ing the excellence programme.

. It is important to jointly clarify what the learning objectives are within the offered pro-
grammes. Where do we want to see growth, what are the expectations, what do stu-
dents want to get out of it? Excellence programmes are ideally suited to offer tailor-
made learning trajectories.

. Explicitly designate excellence education as a testing ground in vision and policy. Ensur-
ing that the testing ground (and excellence education in general) has a wider impact on
the institution, requires commitment, involvement, steering, and coordination of all
actors, on different levels. To achieve this, a common organizational unit that supports
excellence education creates coherence, and assists in diffusion of effects.

. To enhance the potential impact, make sure that the actors involved in excellence edu-
cation are not only internally connected, but also externally to peers and colleagues
not involved in excellence education. Likewise, ensure teachers from a wide variety
of study programmes are involved in excellence education.

. Actors on all levels (particularly managers and policy makers on central level) can be
informed better of the impact of excellence education, and contribute more to the spread
of innovations and diffusion effects. To do so, institutions can closely monitor and
spread information on what is developed in excellence education and measure impacts.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

The research presented in this article was funded by the Netherlands Initiative for Education
Research (NRO) [grant number 405-15-601].

Notes on contributors

Tim Huijts is Research Leader at the Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market
(ROA). He obtained an MSc (2006, cum laude) and PhD (2011, cum laude) in Sociology at the

8 T. HUIJTS AND R. KOLSTER



Radboud University Nijmegen. Before joining ROA in April 2018, he worked as Assistant Pro-
fessor at Utrecht University, Postdoctoral Researcher at the University of Oxford, Lecturer at
Queen Mary University of London, and Senior Lecturer at the University of York. In his research,
he examines how national and institutional factors influence social inequalities, and how these
factors moderate the impact of education and employment on outcomes such as health and
well-being. His work has appeared in a broad range of journals in Sociology, Demography and
Public Health, and he received a Philip Leverhulme Prize (2017) for outstanding achievement.

Renze Kolster is a Research Associate at the Center of Higher Education Policy Studies of the Uni-
versity of Twente. Next to teaching and coordinating a university wide elective course on sustain-
ability, he works on a broad range of (policy oriented) higher education research topics, including
employability, quality assurance, excellence in higher education, internationalization, and study
success.

ORCID

Tim Huijts http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2085-4113
Renze Kolster http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8883-9438

References

Allen, J., B. Belfi, R. van der Velden, B. Jongbloed, R. Kolster, D. F. Westerheijden, K. van
Broekhoven, B. Leest, and M. H. J. Wolbers. 2015. ‘Het beste uit studenten’; Onderzoek naar
de werking van het Sirius Programma om excellentie in het hoger onderwijs te bevorderen.
Nijmegen: ITS, Radboud University.

Hernández-Torrano, D., and A. G. Saranli. 2015. “A Cross-Cultural Perspective About the
Implementation and Adaptation Process of the Schoolwide Enrichment Model: The
Importance of Talent Development in a Global World.” Gifted Education International 31
(3): 257–270. doi:10.1177/0261429414526335.

Kool, A., T. Mainhard, D. Jaarsma, P. van Beukelen, andM. Brekelmans. 2017. “Effects of Honours
Programme Participation in Higher Education: A Propensity Score Matching Approach.”
Higher Education Research & Development 36 (6): 1222–1236. doi:10.1080/07294360.2017.
1304362.

Scager, K., S. F. Akkerman, F. Keesen, M. Tim Mainhard, A. Pilot, and T. Wubbels. 2012. “Do
Honors Students Have More Potential for Excellence in Their Professional Lives?” Higher
Education 64 (1): 19–39. doi:10.1007/s10734-011-9478-z.

Wolfensberger, M. V. C., P. J. van Eijl, and A. Pilot. 2004. “Honours Programmes as Laboratories
of Innovation: A Perspective from the Netherlands.” Journal of the National Collegiate Honors
Council – Online Archive 141: 115–142.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 9

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2085-4113
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8883-9438
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261429414526335
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2017.1304362
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2017.1304362
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9478-z

	Abstract
	Excellence programmes in Dutch higher education: background and knowledge gaps
	Key contributions and research questions
	Contents of this special issue
	Overview of main conclusions
	Selection of students
	Effects on students
	Broader impact on higher education institutions
	Main conclusions of this special issue and key contributions to the literature

	Recommendations for policy makers, institutions, and teaching staff
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References

