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Summary of Paper “Realistic Mathematics Education in The Netherlands 1980 – 1990” 
by A. Treffers 

In netherland there was ever a change development in mathematics education toward 
the beginning of realistic mathematics education, abbreviated to RME. Actually, in 1970s 
Wiskobas group tried to develop New Math but at that time it did not get good 
opportunity to rise. After Freudenthal become involved in Wiskobas project, the 
program change to realistic mathematics instruction in which Wiskobas made a new 
kind of more realistic textbook. Because of the work of Wiskobas in which it proposed 
textbook through courses, conferences, contributions to magazines and so on, the 
number of realistic textbook increased immensely from 1980 to 1990 which reached 75 
% of the whole. However, at that time, the previous model textbook, namely traditional 
mechanistic textbook still prevailed the market.  

In 1980, there was a struggle to coordinate realistic mathematics textbook with 
didactical thing in the form of suitable curriculum.  Through the channels of informal 
infrastructure, NVORWO, the development of curriculum showed bright point and the 
new model textbook developed well to be used in primary school even though it was 
not the only one textbook used in that time.  
A research conducted to know the effect of textbook realistic is that the influence of 
Wiskobas’ textbook didn’t bring significant difference of pupil performance with the 
mechanistic textbook. However, it was also considered more various in content than 
mechanistic textbook.  

However, to change the education system itself, the change of textbook is not adequate. 
It still needs more that it, for example didactical change. In the term of innovation, the 
change faced some limitations to develop, such as the bad promotion, there was no plan 
of action to explain clearly the background,  in TV program and the lack of support from 
the government. Another limitation is it is not possible to finance developmental 
research because it contains a component of development which is should be done 
somewhere.  

By the role of Freudenthal, who always took care of the change, the result of realistic 
mathematics education was fruitful. Freudenthal was the one who put Wiskobas on the 
right track: away from formalistic New Math, directed at reality. He successfully change 
the content of mathematics material in primary school.  
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Didactical Background of a Mathamatics Program for Primary Education 

In 1970’s, there were some directions in mathematics education applied in Netherland 
namely mechanistic, empiristic, and structuralistic approach. Then, RME was initially 
developed in primary school in the period between 1970 – 1990. In RME, there are five 
major learning and principles that lie at the basis of such realistic, taken from example of 
division problem, in the following, 

a. Constructing which means students discover knowledge by themselves; and 
concretizing which means the beginning of the instruction process in that the 
students come to realize what arithmetic operations to do. 

b. Levels in which we can see frankly the concrete and symbol level; and models in 
which the students understand to modelling something. 

c. Reflection in which the students can think thoroughly in solving more complex 
problem; and special assignments comprehending of some conflict problem in 
which the students can do reflection. 

d.  Social context and interaction in which students can interact with their friends to 
solve problem. 

e. Structuring which means relating one skill to get another skill; and interweaving 
which means learning strands must be intertwined with each other. 
 
The realistic approach is different with the other approaches in the term of 
mathematizing since it covers both important things so that studetns can study 
mathematics meaningfully. Here is the table describing the difference 

 
horizontal vertical 

mechanistic x X 
empiristic √ X 
structuralistic x √ 
realistic √ √ 

Figure 1, mathematising and direction 

In realistic approach, context bound work through model take important role as the 
bridge between informal and formal arithmetic. The model is called model of which will 
serve as model for the pure subject restricted and applied arithmetic in the pertaining 
area. The most important is the that the model must be sought of a kind where the 
children who work on the and with them will themselves indicate and negotiate the 
learning route to formal arithmetic.  

 

 

  


