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English Summary 

 

Waldorf and mainstream schools compared 

A study on the effectiveness of Waldorf and mainstream schools for secondary education 

 

Introduction 

In the Netherlands parents are free to found schools based on their religious or ideological beliefs. 

Furthermore schools are free to design their own teaching and learning methods. As long as the 

schools remain within the legal framework, they receive state funding. This so called freedom of 

education is the reason the Netherlands has a relatively large number of schools based on alternative 

pedagogical beliefs as in the case of Waldorf schools. Due to the financial structure, parents can base 

their school choice on the school characteristics they find important rather than a school they can 

afford. As a result, parents gather information about a number of schools and compare them. Until 

about twenty years ago, the religious denomination of a school was the most important motive for 

school choice. Nowadays the focus is on the quality of education. Although the quality of education 

is rarely defined by parents, there is a shift from a focus on cognitive skills to one emphassing social 

skills, personal development and study skills. 

 

A diversity of schools, free school choice and changing motivations around school choice have 

increased the need for parents to gain insight into the quality of schools. A number of initiatives 

have been developed by the Inspectorate, the Ministry of Education and the media. Scientists have 

criticized these publications because the definition of ‘quality’ lacks a theoretical framework. In this 

thesis the quality of Waldorf schools is defined within the framework of school effectiveness 

research, whereby effective schools have a high added value. Added value consists of two 

components: (1) a high average added value, referring to high average outcomes corrected for 

background characteristics and input variables; (2) a differential added value, meaning that the 

school is effective for specific groups defined by their background characteristics and input 

variables. A school is only effective when it has a high average added value as well as a high 

differential added value for weaker students. 

 

Research on differential effects indicates that effective schools are effective for all students or for 

specific groups of students. This is an important result for schools based on a specific pedagogical 

ideology. It could be that this type of schools is particularly effective for a specific group. So far 

research on differential effects have mainly focussed on schools with a high percentage of minority 
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students and students with special needs. The results of this research show that schools that are 

effective for all groups of students focus on (cognitive) achievement. These schools focus on the 

basics (language in particular), monitor frequently and give more homework than less effective 

schools (Levine & Lezotte, 1990; Hofman, 1993). Furthermore these schools give their students 

extra support outside the regular school hours (Van der Werf et al. 1994). 

 

Waldorf schools are traditionally focused on the broad development of children. Cognitive 

development in Waldorf education is a part of the broader development but is equally important as 

the development of creative, social and emotional development. Because of this wide focus, the 

curriculum of Waldorf schools differs from the curriculum of mainstream schools which made it 

difficult to compare the two. In 2000 the Waldorf schools for secondary education had to make a 

number of structural adjustments in order to remain state financed. The most important of these has 

been the acceptance of the national curriculum for mainstream education. Through this acceptance a 

common core has emerged on which the effectiveness of both school types can be compared. 

 

Theoretical framework 

The development of the head, heart and hands is central in the educational goals of Waldorf 

education. The aim of this study is to assess whether the focus on a broad development of children 

is visible in the effectiveness of Waldorf schools. A broad variety of output variables is used in order 

to meet the national curriculum for secondary education with attention to the cognitive as well as 

the non-cognitive output of learning. The cognitive output in this thesis refers to test scores on 

language (Dutch), mathematics and general problem solving skills. The non-cognitive output refers 

to student-related variables such as personality factors, self-respect, academic self-image and school-

related variables such as attitudes towards learning, motivation and learning strategies. The focus of 

this study is the average and differential effectiveness of Waldorf and mainstreamschool, as well as 

the wide variety of learning outcomes (cognitive and non-cognitive). The general model of 

schooleffectivenes research provides the framework for this study and is adapted to a specific model 

of research: 
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Research model  

 

Based on the research model the following questions are posed: 

• Are there differences in background characteristics and input variables between Waldorf and 

mainstream schools? 

• Are there differences in effectiveness in relation to cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes 

between Waldorf and mainstream schools after controlling for background characteristics and 

input variables (average added value)? 

• Are there differences in effectiveness in relation to cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes for 

specific groups of students - defined on background characteristics and input variables - between 

Waldorf and mainstream schools (differential added value)? 

 

The pedagogical concept of schools is expressed in the context, in this case Waldorf schools or 

mainstream schools, and can be seen as a summary of school characteristics. The arrow that runs 

from the context towards input indicates differences in input variables. The arrow that runs from 

the context towards output indicates the effect of school type after controlling for background 

characteristics and input variables and refers to the average added value of Waldorf schools 

compared to mainstream schools. The arrow that runs from the context towards the arrow between 

input and output, indicate the differences in the relation between background characteristics and 

input variables with output. This possible difference between Waldorf and mainstream schools 

refers to the differential added value for specific groups. 

Input 
 

• background characteristics 

• pre-test 

 

Output 
 

• cognitive 
• non-cognitive 

Context 
 

Waldorf school –  mainstream school 

school level 

student level 
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Method 

Two sources of data were used for this study: A Nationwide Cohort study (VOCL’99), and a 

collection of data among all the Waldorf schools for secondary education in the Netherlands. The 

VOCL’99 is a cohort study among students that were in the first year of Dutch secondary education 

in 1999. With 126 schools and 19.321 students distributed over all the various levels of secondary 

education, this sample represents the student population of secondary education in the Netherlands 

(Kuyper & van der Werf, 2003). The data among Waldorf schools was collected a year later on all 

the Waldorf schools of secondary education in The Netherlands using the same instruments. 

 

Data were collected in several ways. Firstly background variables (sex and age) and information on 

school careers of students was collected among school administrations. Secondly, information on 

students was gathered by taking tests, questionnaires and an IQ-test during their first three years in 

secondary education. The third data collection was a questionnaire among parents. Moreover 

information about the school was collected by questionnaires among school directors and teachers. 

 

It is well-known that the student population of schools based on a specific pedagogical ideology 

does not represent the Dutch student population of Dutch schools. These students come from 

families with a relatively high socio-economic status and the percentage of minority students is 

generally very low. This is also true in Waldorf schools. In order to make a fair comparison between 

Waldorf and mainstream schools, a sample was taken from the VOCL’99 data set. All school of the 

lower two tracks of secondary education were taken out because these tracks do not occur in 

Waldorf schools. By doing this, automatically schools with a high percentage of minority students 

and low-SES students dropped out of the sample. Because there are hardly any minority students in 

Waldorf schools, all remaining schools with more than 10% minority students were taken out as 

well. It didn’t seem possible to do a further selection on SES: there were no more schools left over 

in the VOCL sample with a comparable SES average. The differences in SES in the sample can be 

controlled for in the statistical analyses. 

 

Results 

The general assumption is that the student input in Waldorf schools is more favourable than in 

mainstream schools, but these students will have lower scores on the cognitive output after 

controlling for background and input variables. Another assumption is that, because of the focus in 

Waldorf schools on the broad development of students, Waldorf schools will do better on the non-

cognitive output. Based on the theory of school effectiveness three research questions were defined. 
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The first research question that will be addressed is: 

 

Are there differences in background characteristics and input variables between Waldorf and 

mainstream schools? 

 

The assumption that the student population of Waldorf schools does not represent the student 

population in Dutch schools can be partly confirmed. Students in Waldorf schools come from 

families with a higher socio-economic background and which give their children more educational 

support. It also often is assumed that students in Waldorf schools come from families that are more 

‘rich in language’ than students in mainstream schools. This assumption is not confirmed by the 

data. Students in Waldorf schools have nearly the same scores on verbal intelligence and slightly 

lower scores on symbolic intelligence than students in mainstream education. Looking at personality 

factors it can be concluded that students in Waldorf schools, compared to students in mainstream 

schools, have higher scores on mildness and openness and lower scores on extraversion, 

conscientiousness and emotional stability when they enter secondary education. In the literature 

extraversion, conscientiousness and openness are frequently mentioned as having a positive effect 

on learning. Even though Waldorf schools do not focus primarily on the cognitive development of 

students, the academic self-image of students in Waldorf schools doesn’t differ from those in 

mainstream schools. With respect to attitudes towards learning and learning strategies it can be 

concluded that students in Waldorf schools have a less positive attitude towards school, have a 

lower academic motivation and make less use of the learning strategies than students in mainstream 

schools. 

 

Another result in the comparison of Waldorf and mainstream schools is that students in Waldorf 

schools have lower scores on the pre-tests (Dutch language, mathematics and general problem 

solving skills) than students in mainstream schools. After controlling for background characteristics 

the difference between Waldorf schools and mainstream schools on the language and problem 

solving test disappear. The differences in these scores can not be explained by the type of school but 

can be explained by background characteristics. For the initial mathematics scores the difference 

persists after controlling for background characteristics. It can therefore be concluded that the lower 

scores in mathematics can be explained by background characteristics and the type of school. 
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From the first research question it can be concluded that the input of Waldorf schools differs from 

the input in mainstream schools on a number of background characteristics and on mathematic 

achievement. The second research question refers to student outcomes in their third year in 

secondary education: 

 

Are there differences in effectiveness in relation to cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes 

between Waldorf and mainstream schools after controlling for background characteristics and 

input variables (average added value)? 

 

Looking at the cognitive outcomes in general, it shows that the scores in Waldorf schools are lower 

for all the tests measuring cognitive outcomes. On Dutch language the effect of school type 

becomes stronger after controlling for background characteristics, the pre-test and personality 

factors, but the effect is not statistically significant. When controlling for school-related factors like 

attitude to learning, motivation and learning strategies, the difference in language scores between the 

school types becomes significant. 

 

The initial mathematical performance of students in Waldorf schools is a lot weaker than that of 

students in mainstream schools. This difference persists when students are in their third year of 

secondary education, but becomes a little smaller after controlling for background characteristics. 

However, when the initial mathematic scores are added to the model the effect of the school type 

disappears. The difference in mathematical achievement is mainly caused by the initial mathematical 

performance of students. The average added value of Waldorf schools on the Dutch language and 

mathematic test is not higher than the average added value of mainstream schools. 

 

In first year there is no difference in scores on the general problem solving test between students in 

Waldorf schools and students in mainstream schools. In third year however students in Waldorf 

schools have significantly lower scores on this test and this difference persists after controlling for 

background characteristics and the pre-test. For the general problem solving test the average added 

value of Waldorf schools is lower than average added value of mainstream schools. 

 

From the second research question it can be concluded that for the non-cognitive outcomes it can 

be summarised that after controlling for background characteristics and the respective pre-tests, 

students in Waldorf schools have higher scores on openness, academic self-image, relationship with 

teachers and two profitable learning strategies. The average added value of Waldorf schools on these 
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non-cognitive outcomes is higher than that of mainstream schools. Students in Waldorf schools 

have lower scores on extraversion, conscientiousness and emotional stability. On these outcomes 

the average added value of Waldorf schools is lower than on mainstream schools. 

 

The large part of studies on differential effects is conducted among schools with a high percentage 

of minority students. Those schools seem to focus on the cognitive development of children. It is 

therefore interesting to see whether similar effects can be found in Waldorf schools that do not 

focus primarily on the cognitive development of children. The third and last research question refers 

to the differential added value of Waldorf schools compared to mainstream schools: 

Are there differences in effectiveness in relation to cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes 

for specific groups of students - defined on background characteristics and input variables - 

between Waldorf and mainstream schools (differential added value)? 

 

Looking at the cognitive outcomes, a differential effect of intelligence on the Dutch language scores 

and mathematics is found. This means that Waldorf schools are less capable to compensate for 

individual differences in intelligence between students and make the initial differences between 

students bigger. The biggest differences in the scores on Dutch language and mathematics are 

between students with a lower intelligence. 

 

Also, for the student-related non-cognitive outcomes, differential effects are found. For the 

personality factors, extraversion, conscientiousness and emotional stability, the relation with the 

respective pre-tests is stronger than on mainstream schools. This means that Waldorf schools 

maintain the initial differences between students more than mainstream schools. Another differential 

effect is the stronger effect on Waldorf schools of sex on emotional stability and self-respect. A very 

remarkable result is the differential effect of intelligence on academic self-image. On Waldorf 

schools intelligence has a small negative effect on the academic self-image while on mainstream 

schools this effect is stronger and positive. 

 

On the school-related non-cognitive outcomes differential effects were found on motivation and the 

integrative learning strategy. In Waldorf schools intelligence and socio-economic status have a 

stronger effect on motivation than in mainstream schools. Students in both Waldorf and mainstream 

education make more use of the integrative learning strategy when they have a higher 

socio-economic status, but in Waldorf schools this effect is stronger than in mainstream schools. 
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When looking at differences in increase or decrease of the various outcomes between first year and 

third year of secondary education, there is a distinct difference in student-related and school-related 

non-cognitive outcomes. With respect to the student-related non-cognitive outcomes, both school 

types show an increase in agreeableness and openness. In Waldorf schools students become less 

extrovert and in mainstream schools less conscientious. The academic self-image remains similar on 

both school types, although there is a tendency towards increase in Waldorf schools and decrease in 

mainstream schools. 

 

For the school-related non-cognitive outcomes, Waldorf schools show a slight decrease in 

motivation between first year and third year of secondary education whereas mainstream schools 

show a large drop in motivation. On top of that, in Waldorf schools there is a clear increase in the 

use of learning strategies and a decrease in mainstream schools. Furthermore there is a positive 

development in the relationship between students and teachers in Waldorf schools, whereas in 

mainstream schools this relationship develops in a negative way. An analysis of possible explanations 

for the differences in the development of the various outcomes between first year and third year of 

secondary education shows that the differences in student-related non-cognitive outcomes can 

mainly be explained by background characteristics whereas differences in school-related 

non-cognitive outcomes can be explained by the school type. 

 

Discussion 

Waldorf schools for secondary education have a more favourable student population than the 

average mainstream school. The background characteristics of the students with respect to the 

families of the students (socio-economic status, cultural capital, educational support) are positively 

related to education. This is no surprise because parents of students in Waldorf schools carefully 

considered their choice for a school based on an alternative pedagogical ideology. Koopman en 

Dronkers (1994) refer to this phenomenon as the ‘false attraction’ of this type of schools. The 

authors state that schools based on an alternative pedagogical ideology attract the more gifted 

children which make them more effective. The current study shows however that students in 

Waldorf schools are less intelligent than may be expected based on their socio-economic status. It 

seems that Waldorf schools attract the less intelligent children of the families with a high 

socio-economic status. It may well be that a part of these students was advised to an educational 

track by their primary school, that was too low concerning their parents. Waldorf schools accept all 

children regardless the educational track their primary school advised them to go to. By going to a 

Waldorf school, instead of a lower educational track, these children do not loose face. Another 
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possible explanation for the deviant student input is related to the opinion parents have about 

education. Waldorf schools do not primarily focus on the cognitive development of children. The 

question arises whether students in Waldorf schools are a different type of student. Based on the 

personality factors, the assumption would be legitimate. Students in Waldorf schools are more 

agreeable and open and they are less extrovert, conscientious and emotionally stable. The school-

related non-cognitive input may indicate that students in Waldorf schools are less focussed on the 

development of cognitive skills. They are less motivated and make less use of learning strategies than 

students in mainstream schools. 

 

Whereas the input cannot be accounted for by the school of secondary education, the results further 

along in secondary education can. Looking at the cognitive outcomes in third year, the results are 

not very positive. All the tests shows that students in Waldorf schools have lower scores than 

students in mainstream education. Waldorf schools argue that the backlog in mathematics is caused 

by Waldorf curriculum that differs from the mainstream curriculum. For that reason students in 

Waldorf schools are tested on subject matter they were not (yet) taught. In third year the difference 

in scores should have vanished, Waldorf educators predict. Although it seems that there is no 

difference between Waldorf and mainstream schools in the scores on mathematics, the truth is that 

the difference between the school types is explained by the pre-test in which students in Waldorf 

schools had significantly lower scores. With respect to mathematics, the average added value of 

Waldorf schools is non-existent. Students in Waldorf schools also have lower scores on the 

general-problem-solving test. A closer look at the test results reveals that students in Waldorf 

schools did not fail a specific part of the test, but were simply not able to finish the test in time. This 

could be caused by the fact that students in Waldorf schools, by the nature of Waldorf education, 

are generally not trained in taking tests to the same extent as students is mainstream education. 

Working under (time) pressure is however an important skill in modern society. A possible 

explanation for the fact that Waldorf students did not have this problem at the mathematic and 

language tests, may be that for those tests there was plenty of time to finish the test. 

 

The disappointing results from Waldorf schools on the cognitive outcomes are surprising because 

based on the socio-economic background, more can be expected of these students. Furthermore, 

students in Waldorf schools spend more time at school. Research on schooleffectiveness shows, that 

increasing the academic learning time has positive effects on cognitive development. On the 

controverse, Waldorf schools explicitly do not focus primarily on cognitive development of 

students. Waldorf schools aim for a broad (balanced) development of students. Therefore the 
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available learning time has to be divided over a variety of domains which leaves less time for the 

cognitive development. Together with a lower average intelligence of students in Waldorf schools, 

this can be an explanation for the lower scores on cognitive achievement of Waldorf schools 

compared to mainstream schools. 

 

As stated before, Waldorf schools aim for a broad (balanced) development of students. More time is 

spent on the non-cognitive development of students, for example on personal development. The 

question is whether the focus on non-cognitive development is rewarded with higher scores on 

non-cognitive outcomes. From this study it is clear the most important differences between Waldorf 

and mainstream schools are to be found in the school-related non-cognitive outcomes. In the first 

year of secondary education students in Waldorf schools have significantly lower scores on the 

outcomes that are related to a positive attitude to learning and learning strategies. In third year 

however, in Waldorf schools there is an increase in these outcomes whereas in mainstream schools 

there is a decrease. Students in Waldorf schools make more use of the integrative and ‘work harder’ 

learning strategies and in mainstream schools students make less use of these strategies as they did in 

first year. Furthermore, the differences between Waldorf and mainstream schools can be attributed 

to the school type. In other words, Waldorf schools are able to ‘teach’ students crucial learning 

strategies and a positive attitude to learning. In mainstream schools however, a negative tendency is 

observed in these outcomes. Remarkable in this context is the positive development of 

Waldorfstudents regarding the relationship with their teachers. In mainstream schools the 

development is negative. 

 

In the tradition of school effectiveness research, effective schools are defined as schools with a high 

average added value for all groups of students. The results of this study show that the average added 

value of Waldorf schools is not higher than that of mainstream schools regarding the cognitive 

outcomes. On top of that Waldorf schools perpetuate the initial differences in intelligence, 

socio-economic background and pre-test between students. No general statement regarding the 

effectiveness can be made on the non-cognitive outcomes. With respect to the school-related 

non-cognitive outcome it can be concluded that Waldorf schools are more effective in teaching 

students a more positive attitude to learning and learning strategies. 

 

Contemplation 

In the first chapter of this thesis it was stated that gaining insight into the quality of schools is an 

important tool for parents when choosing a school for their children. What conclusion can parents 
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draw from the results of this study? Are Waldorf schools ‘good schools’ for their children? This 

question cannot be answered with a simple yes or no. 

 

When parents find the cognitive development of their children of main importance, then a Waldorf 

school will not be a good choice. The focus of these schools is not primarily on the cognitive 

development of children, which is reflected in the lower scores on cognitive test. On top of that the 

strong effects of background characteristics and pre-tests on the test scoresindicate that initial 

differences between students are perpetuated. Students with a lower intelligence are generally worse 

off at Waldorf schools compared to students in mainstream schools. These findings are in line with 

earlier schooleffectivenes studies that conclude that schools that are effective for all students, can be 

characterized by their focus on the educational basics and frequent monitoring (Levine & Lezotte, 

1990; Hofman, 1993). In the present study it seems that the less intelligent students perform less 

well in a (Waldorf) context where the focus is not on the educational basics and frequent 

monitoring. 

 

When parents find it of particular importance that their child enjoys going to school –  an answer 

frequently heard when parents are asked what they find important in their school choice–  the 

answer to the question whether a Waldorf school is a good choice is a little more complicated. 

Students in Waldorf schools do not differ in the way they value the class atmosphere from students 

in mainstream schools. They are however a lot more positive about their relationship with their 

teachers. When parents find it important that their child can be ‘itself’ at school, a Waldorf school 

might be a good choice. Initial differences with regard to personality traits are more sustained in 

Waldorf schools than in mainstream schools. Whether this is positive remains to be seen. A growing 

autonomy for example, is part of the normal development of children but this growth is smaller in 

Waldorf schools than in mainstream schools. 

 

However, when parents find a broad development of their children with a positive attitude towards 

learning of main importance, a Waldorf school seems to be the right choice. All indicators with 

respect to a positive attitude to learning (academic self-image, motivation to learn and the 

development of learning strategies) are in favour of Waldorf schools. The academic self-image of 

students in Waldorf schools for example, is higher than academic self-image of students in 

mainstream schools. Moreover, the academic self-image of the latter students is higher when they 

are more intelligent. In Waldorf schools there is hardly an effect of intelligence on academic self-
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image. Despite the lower cognitive achievement of the less intelligent students in Waldorf schools, 

the academic self-image is on average a lot higher than that of students in mainstream schools. 

 

Because Waldorf schools approach the cognitive development of students as a component of the 

personal development, students are not assessed on their cognitive achievement alone. It seems that 

this has a positive effect on the academic self-image of the less intelligent students. Perhaps 

cognitive achievement is put into perspective in Waldorf schools. A second aspect related to a 

positive attitude to learning is the motivation to learn. Schools in secondary education as a whole, 

see themselves confronted with a drop in motivation to learn. This is also the case in Waldorf 

schools, but the drop is a lot smaller than in mainstream schools. Students in mainstream schools 

start off with a motivation to learn that is a lot higher than in Waldorf schools, but are not able to 

maintain their headstart. A possible explanation for the more stable motivation to learn in Waldorf 

schools can be the focus on the development on more than just cognitive goals and the positively 

evaluated relationship Waldorf students have with their teachers. A third important aspect related to 

a positive attitude to learning in Waldorf schools is the development of learning strategies. Students 

in mainstream education start off in their first year with better developed learning strategies, but they 

lose this headstart during their years in school and actually show a drop in the use of learning 

strategies. Waldorf schools however are able to make up their backlog in the development of 

learning strategies and by their third year actually end up with better developed learning strategies 

than students in mainstream education. Apparently an educational context with less focus on 

cognitive development seems to invite a deeper learning experience. 

 

The overall conclusion that can be drawn from this thesis is that mainstream schools are schools 

where the actual learning takes place whereas Waldorf schools are schools where students learn to 

learn and are motivated to ongoing learning. This leads to the conclusion that both mainstream 

schools and Waldorf schools comply to their own educational goals. In mainstream schools students 

are equipped with knowledge, skills and attitudes that prepare them for participation in society 

whereas students in Waldorf schools do receive less of this required knowledge. Students in Waldorf 

schools are equipped with the skills and attitudes needed for an ongoing development in society 

whereas students in mainstream schools lose their openness to learning to some degree. This 

justifies the conclusion that mainstream schools are more effective on cognitive output, while 

Waldorf schools are more effective on the non-cognitive output. 

 



 

 



 

 




