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Introduction 

 

Geographically speaking the Flemish 

region covers the Dutch language 

area of Belgium. The Flemish Region 

is formed by 5 different provinces 

located in the northern part of the 

country.  

 

Flanders is a densely populated 

region with a population slightly over 

6 million inhabitants. As in most 

western European countries, Flanders 

faces the problem of an ageing 

population.  

 

The financial services and industrial equipment sector formed from 1996 to 2006 the main 

drivers of economic growth in Flanders.  Productivity levels are high. Flanders ranks in the top 

ten of the classification analysing labour productivity in 131 european regions. Before the 

credit crunch, Flanders reached an average annual growth rate of 2.4% during the period 2003-

2007.  

 

 

 

Government 

 

Belgium is a federal state and as such is largely decentralised. Federalisation has been an 

ongoing process that started as early as 1970 when the central government acknowledged the 

existence of three different language communities (French, Flemish and German).  The 4
th

 

state reform (1993) turned Belgium into a full federal state.  Eight years after, the Lambermont 

agreements (2001) granted communities genuine fiscal autonomy and almost full control over 

a number of taxes and areas.  

 

The federal powers exist alongside with the powers of communities and regions.  

Flanders includes both the Flemish Region and the Flemish Community. The former is 

competent in territorial issues such as agriculture, work, energy whereas the latter is 

essentially competent for person-related issues such as education, health, culture.   

 

The Flemish Region and the Flemish Community have merged their respective parliaments and 

governments leading to a single Flemish Parliament and a single Flemish Government. The 

Flemish Civil Service is organised in 13 policy areas.  
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Education 

 

Flanders has its own education system. The education policy in Flanders is a complex interplay 

between the ministry of education, the educational networks and the local schools.  

The ministry of education is responsible for almost all aspects of education policy except for 

certain issues that are set by the federal authorities: start and end of compulsory education, 

conditions to obtain a diploma and staff pensions. 

 

Educational networks are probably the most particular feature of the Flemish education 

system. An educational network is a representative association of governing bodies and often 

takes over some of the responsibilities of governing bodies.  

 

There are three distinct educational networks:  

• Community education. Organised under the authority of the Flemish Community.  

• Subsidised public-authority education. Municipal and provincial education 

• Subsidised private-authority education. Organised by private persons or private 

organisations 

 

Flemish policy makers have placed greater responsibility on education providers enhancing 

local accountability. This means that schools are free to choose their own teaching methods, 

curriculum and timetables. However, schools that want government recognition or funding 

must meet the attainment targets. In addition, schools must have sufficient teaching materials 

and be established in habitable buildings that comply with safety provisions and hygiene 

standards. 

  

The Belgian Constitution guarantees every children the right to free compulsory education. In 

Flanders Education is compulsory until the age of 16. Afterwards part-time compulsory 

education is applicable until the youngster reaches the age of 18.  

 

The school year in primary, secondary and adult education spans from 1 September to 30 June.  

Local participation of all stakeholders is regulated by the school council. 

 

 

 

Entrepreneurship 

 

As many European countries Flanders is a region with a high number of SMEs. However 

Flanders has a rather low score on the Total Entrepreneurial Activity index.  The percentage of 

adult population involved as owner or manager in new start-ups in Flanders (3.72%) falls well 

below EU average (5.27%). Female entrepreneurship is underrepresented. 

 

 According to GEM 2007 report the low start-up rate is somewhat counterbalanced by the high 

quality and innovative nature of new entrepreneurship in Flanders.  
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GEM 2007 report shows also some positive trends as regards societal perceptions of 

entrepreneurship but the levels of opportunity recognition, motivation and entrepreneurial 

capacity remain at the bottom of the list in European rankings.   

 

In 2006 Flanders government launched Flanders in Action, a socio-economic action plan 

program which illustrates the vision of the future to come.  “We want a culture of permanent 

economic innovation, in which the entrepreneurial spirit of young and old, men and women, is 

encouraged in all sectors” 

 

 

 

Enterprise Education 

 

One of the foremost priorities to reverse this trend and to attain the goals outlined in Flanders 

in Action is education. In 2006 the government has approved the ‘Ondernemend Onderwijs’ 

plan, the Flemish Entrepreneurial Educational Action Plan. “The objective is to give each child a 

sense of entrepreneurship and to put any interested children on the road to starting their own 

business.” (EURYBASE 2007). The specific objectives are:  

- Youngsters get a better knowledge of and a more precise image of what 

entrepreneurship implies; 

- Youngsters perceive entrepreneurship more as a possible career path; 

- Students who chose for an entrepreneurship training are well prepared to 

become an entrepreneur; 

- Schools pay more attention to entrepreneurship and participate massively in 

different initiatives of enterprise education; 

- The initiatives of enterprise education offered to schools are systematically 

developed; 

- An entrepreneurial school becomes socially more attractive; 

- The number of people starting up a business increases. 

These are objectives on the short, the medium and the long term 

 

The time span of the action plan is 2007-2009. The allocated budget for the whole action plan 

is not a fixed sum but specific sums have been earmarked for certain parts (i.e. Bridging 

Projects and VLAJO mini-companies). Funds are directly channelled to schools and/or 

intermediary organisations.  

 

The Action Plan was temporarily brought to a halt by political changes.  A new government has 

been elected in June 2009. Local experts reckon the Action Plan will be continued by the newly 

elected executive. 

 

Ministry of Education, Ministry of Labour, Ministry of Economy and SYNTRA Flanders, the 

Flemish agency for entrepreneurial training, collaborate in shaping the policies and practices 

on enterprise education.  The steering committee of the Flemish Entrepreneurial Education 

Action Plan consists of representatives from the cabinet of the minister of Economy, from the 

cabinet of the minister of Education and from the cabinet of the minister of Labour and of 
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representatives from the department of Economy, from the department of Education, from 

the department of Labour and from Syntra Flanders. The working group consists of the same 

members as the steering group, excepting the representatives of the cabinets of the 3 

ministers. Even when external stakeholders (i.e employers) are consulted on some topics they 

have not been included in the steering committee.  

 

Matching education to labour market needs is one of the main goals of the Department of 

Education Competence Agenda. One of the ten action programs aims at the improvement and 

development of a sense of entrepreneurship. The creation of COMPETENTO, the virtual 

Knowledge Centre on Entrepreneurial Competences, was one of the first measures 

implemented.  

 

The definition of enterprise education in Flanders is quite broad in scope and prioritises the 

development of a set of skills and attitudes that are important for everyday life.  The following 

statement found in the Flanders in Action socio-economic plan is quite relevant in this sense:  

“Above all, we must work on the immaterial dimensions. On the attitudes, on teaching 

skills such as creativity, assertiveness, a knowledge of languages, the capacity for 

innovation and entrepreneurial spirit. These qualities cannot be imposed by the 

government. There are skills that people embody themselves” (Flanders in Action, 

2006) 

 

 

 

Curriculum  

 

Enterprise is yet to be included in the curriculum. Nevertheless aspects of entrepreneurship 

such as creativity and sense of initiative are incorporated as cross-curricular attainment targets 

in primary and secondary schools.  Further up the educational ladder, business-related VET 

and Higher Education courses incorporate entrepreneurship in the attainment targets.  

 

Enterprise education schemes are largely available but mainly optional. The extent of provision 

varies by educational level. Most of the opportunities concentrate on general secondary 

education level.  The decision to get involved in enterprise education programmes is often 

taken at the school or teacher level. Statutory courses on entrepreneurship are only found in 

some fields of VET and higher education.   

 

The government subsidises enterprise education activities that are mainly provided by 

intermediary organisations (governmental and private alike). The most relevant ones are:  

 

DBO (Vocational Training Service), a service of the Department of Education and 

Training. It deals with vocational training in the broadest sense. Enterprise-related 

projects launched by DBO  include:  
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• OOMO website. An electronic learning environment for teachers and 

students aiming at promoting entrepreneurship and providing information 

to potential starters.  

 

• Responsible Young Starters (RYS). This resource targets young vocational 

trainees and nascent adult entrepreneurs. The “Basic Knowledge of 

Business Management” is built around virtual key organisations tuned to 

the interests and training of the student.  

 

• COOS. A competition about enterprising qualities for school teams.  

 

• Beloftevolle Ondernemer. An annual business plan competition for 

secondary schools.  

 

SYNTRA Flanders, a governmental organisation working hand in hand with the 

ministries of Education and Labour in the steering and working group of the Flemish 

“Entrepreneurial Education Action Plan”. SYNTRA Flanders operates the Flemish hub 

for entrepreneurial training. SYNTRA Flanders coordinates the 2 main actions of the 

Action Plan:  

 

• The Competento website. A virtual knowledge centre that acts as a 

repository of existing initiatives, materials, tools and methodologies 

concerning enterprise education.  

 

• Ondernemersklasseweek (Entrepreneurial Class Week). A week-long event 

organised on a yearly basis where entrepreneurship is highlighted in 

schools and training centres in Flanders.  

 

Other private organisations delivering a wide range of teaching materials and 

pedagogical tools.  

 

 

 

Funding 

 

Funding is still too much divided and comes from different ministries and also from ESF and 

ERDF.  

 

In 2008 2.700.000€ funding of the ERDF operational programme in Flanders was available for 

the first call, “Fostering entrepreneurial spirit and entrepreneurial competences”. Eligible 

projects dealt mainly with  awareness-raising, promoting  the spirit of enterprise and eliciting 

positive images of entrepreneurship.  Ondernemers.tv, the first Flemish internet channel on 

entrepreneurship, was one of the projects approved in this call. The ERDF funding allocated 

specifically to enterprise education amounts to € 603.196. The initiatives that benefited from 

this funding, also got € 528.890 co-funding from the Flemish government.  
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PROLERON, a teacher-training project on entrepreneurship education, was one of the 

programmes funded by the ERDF.  

 

During 2000-2006 period, ESF Flanders funded several programmes dealing with 

entrepreneurship in education. A good example of this is Small Business Projects (SBP) The SBP 

fostered an entrepreneurial culture among high-school and university students through 

around 300 small projects to stimulate and coach potential student entrepreneurs, often using 

mentors drawn from companies. The project and its participants won several international 

prizes for innovation.  

 

SYNTRA Flanders has been actively involved in different ESF-funded projects in the field of 

promotion of entrepreneurial competences.  

• ENTRE-Mirror was the final product of Equal Project ENTRE. It is a screening tool to 

detect generic entrepreneurial competences.  

• Another project funded with EQUAL funds was STEP-project aiming to develop the 

profile of the spirit of entrepreneurship.  

 

 

 

Pedagogy 

 

A wide array of methodologies and resources is available. These include lectures (i.e The World 

at your Feet , KVIV), Role Models (“The Fellows”, Flanders District of Creativity), Mini-

Companies (Learning companies, UNIZO), Virtual games (bizzgames, BitPress Educatie) to 

name but a few. Other activities such as competitions, awards, dream days, workplace visits 

are also organised on a regular basis.  

However ,among the whole offer, practical methods like training firms and student companies 

are certainly the most widespread methods in secondary schools and VET schools.  

 

 

 

Teacher training 

 

The most remarkable effort in teacher training is the PROLERON project implemented by DBO. 

The project seeks to professionalize the delivery of enterprise education in secondary and 

adult education. Teachers are trained to adopt non-traditional approaches and pedagogies to 

increase the efficiency of entrepreneurial education.  

On the other hand, the Flemish Ministry of Education organises training courses in cooperation 

with teacher associations. In this case, they are closely focused on start-up creation.  

Entrepreneurship is not included as a key theme in initial teacher training yet.  

 

Besides of specific training courses on entrepreneurship education, teachers have at their 

disposal a wide range of resources in the aforementioned COMPETENTO website managed by 

SYNTRA Flanders. The following examples are just a small selection of the available material 

but not an exhaustive list:  
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• Primary: Cap’Ten (ICHEC) A method to develop generic entrepreneurial 

competences awarded with the European Enterprises Award 2007.  

• General Secondary: Most Entrepreneurial School Award (UNIZO) 

• VET: COOS (DBO) – A business plan competition for school teams.  

• University and College: Small Business Project (VLAJO)  

 

 

 

External stakeholders 

 

The involvement of external stakeholders is largely unregulated. Business-school partnerships 

are widespread but there is a lack of a coherent framework. Cooperation is built on a voluntary 

basis relying on the individual initiative of schools and entrepreneurs.  The involvement of 

entrepreneurs in school activities is often done under the name of vocational guidance and 

involves visits to schools and work placements. Work placements are especially relevant in the 

dual education system (post-16 part-time education) where entrepreneurs offer one-year 

work placements to students. The duration of  work placements is often extended.  

 

The Competence Agenda of the Flemish Minister of Education and Training  constitutes a great 

leap forward in promoting business-school partnerships and reinforces this kind of 

cooperation. 75000 work placements for students are offered by social partners and 30000 

work placements for teachers spread over a period of 5 years. 

 

The Ministry of Economy and the Ministry of Education do also support cooperation between 

the corporate sector and educational institutions. Bridging projects are joint-ventures 

between these 2 sectors geared towards stimulating entrepreneurship.  The call for proposals 

has been launched every 2 years (2006 and 2008) and projects were 50% co-funded by the 

Ministry of Economy. Fourteen projects have been selected in the last call (2008) with a total 

budget of €2.4 million.  

 

 

 

Enterprise and social inclusion 

 

The Actieplan Ondernemend Onderwijs (Entrepreneurial-Education Action Plan) does not pay 

special attention to specific target groups, including  groups at-risk . Specially-adapted 

pathways-to-work in function of previous education and prior learning often form the very 

bridge between the desire to become an entrepreneur and effectively starting one’s own 

business. 

 

 

Evaluation  
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Flanders has been very active in the design of tools to evaluate the outcomes and impact of 

enterprise education initiatives. Flanders DC (Flanders District of Creativity) has launched 

EFFECTO, an impact survey focused on youth in local secondary schools who took part in 

enterprise education activities. The survey executed by the Vlerick Leuven Gent Management 

School seeks to assess the short-term impact of the way enterprise is taught and the reasons 

behind such results. Both teachers and students will be surveyed. Results are scheduled for 

late August 2009.  

 

Other tools have been developed to measure the development of the sense of 

entrepreneurship.  

• O3-Loep , “Entrepreneurial Spirit Magnifying Glass” is a screening instrument that 

permits measuring to what extent educational projects develop the spirit of 

enterprise.  

• ENTRE-mirror is a self-assessment tool to assess personal development of 

entrepreneurial competences.  

 

These initiatives are considered as a first step in the right direction that may pave the way to 

solve the challenging issue of impact evaluation in enterprise education.  

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The examination of enterprise education in Flanders shows a remarkable political commitment 

at all levels. Different departments have made a joint effort in building a coherent enterprise 

education policy. The Entrepreneurial Education Action Plan was conceived and brought to 

fruition by this coordinated and sustained effort.  

The importance of entrepreneurship and enterprise education is also stressed in other policy 

documents such as the Competence Agenda and Flanders in Action.   

 

As regards schools, the highly decentralized education system in Flanders allows for a wide 

range of approaches to enterprise education as it is up to particular schools to decide on 

strategy concerning enterprise education.  The government does not impose a fixed enterprise 

agenda and this fact could represent an empowering factor for schools to find their own 

pathways. On the other hand decentralization poses both opportunity and danger as regards 

student entitlement to enterprise education. The only drawback to this approach is the 

possibility of a patchy and fragmented provision so that students exposure to enterprise 

education may vary depending on the place where they’ve been schooled.  Further steps to be 

taken may deal with  integration across all subjects or curricular embedment of the enterprise 

dimension in specific subjects. 

 

Teachers ask explicitly for more teacher support. COMPETENTO, the online repository of tools, 

methodologies and resources on enterprise education developed by SYNTRA Flanders 

represents an invaluable tool for teachers and a potentially transferable practice but 

apparently it is not sufficient and is not yet widely known among the teaching community.   As 
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regards teacher training, ERDF-funded project, PROLERON, goes well beyond traditional 

courses on business start-up focusing instead on innovative teaching methods and tools. 

Dissemination of this kind of initiatives is highly recommended.  Another possible area of 

improvement is Initial teacher training. At present it does not seem to deal with the enterprise 

education issue.  

 

One of the most outstanding features of enterprise education in Flanders is the growing 

importance attached to the evaluation of impact of this kind of projects. Tools such as 

EFFECTO (overall survey), O3-Loep (on project/initiative level) and ENTRE-mirror (on 

individual/student level) are the best example of a sensible approach to such a demanding 

challenge.  Bearing in mind evaluation is one of the main shortcomings of enterprise education 

at the European level special attention should be paid to these projects and their potential for 

transferability to different contexts.  

 

As it was stated earlier in this report, external stakeholders collaborate on a voluntary basis 

with schools. Business-school links are forging ahead with some government initiatives such as 

Bridging Projects but the inclusion of external stakeholders (employers, trade unions, third 

sector organisations) in the decision-making process of the steering and working groups of the 

Entrepreneurial Education Action Plan is highly recommended.  
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