
 
Fontys Eindhoven 
 
Fontys Hogeschool Sociale Studies (Social Studies) is a 
institute that offers the possibility of earning the 
internationally recognized title of Bachelor of Social Work. 
This can be obtained by following the first year and the broad 

major Social Studies complemented by two minors (three years). Within the major 
programme three nationally recognized study programmes are offered: Cultural and 
Social Development (CMV), Social Work and Social Services (MWD) and Social 
Educational Care (SPH). Number of students in academic year 2008-9: 1940 
students. Members of staff: 170 (full time equivalent 120) 
 
For almost twenty years now Fontys Hogeschool Sociale Studies has had experience 
in the support and education of experts by experience.  The most important 
educational program for experts by experience, within which FHSS is involved as 
partner in the development and execution, is the TOED (Traject Opleiding Ervarings 
Deskundigheid).    
Fontys Actief, an independent part of Fontys University of Professional Education, 
works in the field of effective and sustainable work mediation and reintegration into 
society.    
For more information: www.fontys.nl  
Since 2009 a special traject started : Opleiding ervaringsdeskundigheid: Education in 
Expert by Experience, a  specialization within the bachelor of Social Studies. Aim: 
after the study students work as Experts by Experience.  

 
 
The history of Fontys Sociale Studies in education programs for experts through 
experience. 
 
Since 1989 there has been a connection between Fontys Sociale Studies and the central 
clients’ council of the municipal mental health care services in the person of a lecturer, who 
works as independent advisor to the clients’ council.  In addition to the work of the council, a 
group representing clients’ interests was also set up at the end of the 1990s.  This is an 
organization characterized by a low threshold, a good atmosphere and relationships of 
equality, within which clients can make use of their expertise in different areas, for their own 
benefit as well as that of other clients (Van Haaster et al 1999). 
 
The members of this client interest group developed a desire to use their own experiences 
with care relationships to improve attitudes and treatment, to make care provision more 
humane and more in tune with the needs of clients. At Fontys we started to work with a 
number of lecturers and clients in a training programme (“Clients train workers”) in order to 
bring this about. The clients that started to work as trainers, needed to be trained 
themselves. The need arose for a training programme to train the trainers and Fontys met 
this need. Now, almost ten years later, the training is organized and given by clients 
themselves with experience expert trainers (de Bruyn et al 2006). 
 
Through these contacts experts through experience have been, and still are, invited to 
Fontys to take part in different modules as guest speakers.  There they talk about what client 
care is like in practice, what desirable and necessary attitudinal characteristics professionals 
should have, what supports and what hinders recovery, and about their own experiences of 
rehabilitation and recovery. In this way role patterns are reversed and clients can introduce 
their expertise to students by talking about their experiences (Geurts, Knooren 2002). 
 



Cooperation was intensified in 2000 through a subsidized project for the improvement of 
participation. The municipal mental health care services in Eindhoven (GGZ) and Novadic 
(agency for the care and treatment of addicts) took part, while the IGPB acted as a 
consultant. In this project students worked together with experts through experience in 
research and graduation projects. A number of graduation projects, commissioned by client 
organizations, have since been carried out. 
 
The study route for experts through experience 
In 2000, as a joint venture of the Clients’ interests group of the municipal mental health care 
services in Eindhoven(GGZ), IGPB and Fontys Professional University Sociale Studies, an 
Experts through Experience Study Route (TOED) was developed, of which the first phase 
(basic course) was given for the first time in September 2001.  In a later stage, the 
Professional University of Amsterdam, ROADS (a regional organization for assisting people 
to find work, day occupation and schooling in Haarlem), and the client council of Mentrum 
were involved.  
 
In addition to the basic course, the route is made up of four follow-up courses: Training of 
Skills; Publicity – Information – Advice; Quality Care and Social Entrepreneurship from the 
Client’s Perspective. During the last few years both the basic course and the follow-up 
courses have been given regularly in Eindhoven and Amsterdam.  Around a hundred and 
sixty people have successfully completed the basic course and around seventy people have 
been awarded a certificate of one or more of the follow-up courses. 
 
The TOED courses are aimed at schooling/training its participants in developing and 
applying expertise through experience in various areas: in working with clients themselves; in 
giving training courses; in performing research and quality control from the perspective of the 
client, for publicity and consultancy work and for the setting up and carrying out of client-run 
projects and organizations. These are courses that are offered in a post-graduate context, 
although the only entry requirement is experience in client work. In addition to students’ 
investigation into their own qualities and their work on specific requirements of the relevant 
function, developing experience into experiential knowledge and experiential expertise is the 
guiding principle. (Van Haaster 2001) 
 
Each of the study programmes has three components. The first component is the 
development of experiential expertise, based on students reflecting on their own experiences 
and sharing those experiences with each other. Secondly, there are a number of pedagogic 
skills which are important for mutual support, group work and the performance of supervisory 
roles. The third component consists of theories about client work, client practices and the 
practices of client organisations. In the follow-up courses the focus is on specific skills and 
theories demanded by certain positions, such as research or training others. (Van Haaster, 
Knooren, Wesenbeek 2004a) 
 
An important aspect of the TOED courses is that there is sufficient space for participants to 
listen to each other’s experiences, to look for communalities, to concretize the contexts in 
which experiences have taken place, to recognize differences and to find words that do 
justice to their experiences and experiential knowledge. While building up this knowledge, it 
remains important for participants to keep in touch with their own story and their knowledge 
on an intuitive, non-linguistic level. Elements of value for this learning process are: security, 
recognition, acknowledgement, the right to speak, self-respect and discovering what 
knowledge is already available in the collective. 
 
On the basis of students’ comments, we can recognize a clear positive influence on recovery 
processes in these study programmes. There are a number of important factors, namely: that 
the study programmes are offered in an ordinary educational setting, where the individual 
participant sees him- or herself as a student among other students; that participants find they 



can learn and build up knowledge by speaking about life experiences, and that experienced 
expert tutors, who take part in the programme, can function as role models. 
 
The courses are geared at positions for experts through experience. Sometimes these are 
positions on a voluntary basis, sometimes they are new or in development. In the light of 
equality, it is desirable for these positions to be paid positions, or to be so in future. In 
relation to this a number of possible areas can be delineated: publicity, information and 
advice - the kind of work that is already happening in different client organizations - ; support 
and self-help; positions in non-residential crisis teams, in sheltered housing, and consultancy 
in different areas. But we can also think of new positions such as: providing health advice on 
how to deal with medication, admission etc., or giving support to clients in building up their 
own social position, in looking for and finding work. 
 
The impact on mainstream social work education 
The attention paid to experiential knowledge within social work degree programmes has 
proved to be of great value and has had a number of consequences. 
 
Through these initiatives, the department of social studies at Fontys now has many years of 
experience in gathering clients’ experiential knowledge. This has lead to certain crucial 
themes such as: dealing with mental pain; recognition of important experiences on the non-
linguistic level; and the significance of the process of vocalizing thoughts and feelings.  
In cases where use of experiential knowledge is made in the training of (future) professionals 
it is important that the experts through experience are given support in a number of areas. 
These include: the articulation of experiential knowledge to achieve dialogue; continuing 
despite disqualification by others: delineating personal boundaries, taking care of self; and 
the choice of the appropriate segment of experiential knowledge in order to achieve a good 
learning result. (Boevink 2000). 
 
It is of importance that the habitual role patterns between professionals and clients change. 
When clients introduce students to their experiences and expertise, students learn that this 
expertise exists and that they need to be able to deal with expert, articulate and informed 
clients who are able to give direction to their lives, health and the care they need. This 
requires a fundamental change in roles (Geurts, Knooren 2002) 
 
We have seen the impact that expertise based on experience has had on students: how they 
have been confronted directly with people who tell them about their psychiatric problems, 
their struggle for lives that are worth living, the role professional care can play in this, and 
how (through this sharing) the contact between them becomes more equal. Talking about 
these experiences invites both tutors as students to be more open about their own life 
experiences and difficult events that they have experienced. As tutors we have learnt that we 
should pay a lot of attention to the emotional meanings of these experiences. These elicit 
recognition on the part of peers. They recognize each other’s vulnerable position and can 
often pinpoint exactly where and when there is question of a lack of respect or an action that 
has not been thought through by the professional. Last but not least we can also learn which 
therapies and approaches work well in professional care. Which aspects of care are suited to 
clients, which are not, in which ways methods can be improved and which changes are 
necessary. What has proved to be essential is a humane manner, along with a genuine 
interest in the client as person, the ability to detect the client’s strengths and the recognition 
of the importance of working from and within the living conditions of the client. Once again, it 
is the ‘common factors’ which lead to the most satisfying results (Van Hoorn 2003; de Vries 
2007). 
 
Over the years, in our many personal contacts with experts through experience, we have 
been able to see how bringing together experiential knowledge and utilizing it for publicity 



and educational purposes has influenced the development of their self-esteem, and the 
benefits of this to their recovery. 
 
Our work with experts through experience has had an influence on the development of the 
mainstream social work curriculum of the Professional University Sociale Studies. Experts 
through experience participate in the design and execution of modules on client participation 
and rehabilitation; client organizations offer placement possibilities and commission 
graduation projects for our students. And, from this year onwards, experts through 
experience and tutors form together one of the knowledge generating circles of Sociale 
Studies. The steering of educational content of the regular study programmes by experiential 
knowledge is expected to increase in the coming years. 
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