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Foreword
Over the past decade the Hungarian Institute for Educational Research and 
Development has played a crucial role in educational policy development. It has 
been involved in the planning and implementation of numerous development 
efforts and had an important part in shaping medium-term strategies. HIERD’s 
mission has been to promote and strengthen the decision-making process in 
educational policy matters. Wide-ranging research and development activities of 
the past few years covered all areas of education, and many of the research findings 
were contributions to the international professional community. International 
embeddedness is indispensable for this process; therefore it is an important part 
of our duties to keep abreast of international trends in our research fields, and to 
position our own findings in the international space. Our first effort in this respect 
was the volume of research papers published in 2015. This is the third book in which 
we present the annual balance of our research and development work. 

This volume of papers addresses two main topics. The first part is titled School 
Development and contains papers focussed on particular development areas, should 
it be content development, methodology, or competency development. 

The first paper addresses content development. László Kojanitz presents the 
process of school textbook and teaching material development in Hungary. When 
developing practice-based textbooks and digital materials the guiding principles are 
a learner-centred approach, research-based concept of learning, and development 
of key competencies. The paper of Mária Both and László Csorba F. addresses the 
methodologies of teaching science and mathematics. The authors point out that the 
method of introducing a historical perspective promotes a deeper understanding 
and absorption, and also makes students better motivated. The second part of the 
paper the authors present the findings of the pilot research project conducted in 
eight schools applying the method.

The paper by Varga, Könczey and Saly gives an overview of the eco-school 
movement. Looking back upon a history of 17 years, the eco-school network has 
over 900 members today, thus drawing the balance and renewing the movement 
is a logical need. In their research the authors seek to find out whether there is a 
relationship between teaching and learning effectiveness and the eco movement, 
and explore the commitment and involvement of teachers, students and parents. 
They also identify ways of maintaining the operation of the network. The researchers 
highlight the importance of personal commitment with a view to the sustainability 
of developments. 
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Márton Bodó, Valéria Markos, József Mézes, Tünde Sárosi and Mihály Szalóki 
also draw a balance when they analyse school community service. Introduced in 
2012, no comprehensive study has yet been prepared of the programme. This paper 
summarises students’ opinion on the service. The findings reveal that mandatory 
community service has not yet been able to deliver the intended results because 
reflection, evaluation and personal feedback, which would be the key to the success 
of the programme, is insufficient at the level of schools and host institutions. On the 
other hand, schools broken down in terms of operators show differing results, and 
it is encouraging that one in five young person is planning to continue volunteering 
after discharging the mandatory community service.

The papers in the second part of the book analyse various aspects related to 
the teaching of disadvantaged student groups from the perspective of educational 
sociology. Forming a connection with the first chapter, we present how curriculum 
development and enrichment programmes promote the learning effectiveness of 
disadvantaged students, and analyse the factors that contribute the most to a more 
successful teaching of disadvantaged groups. Anikó Fehérvári and Tamás Híves 
analyse the trends of entering secondary education including chances of admission 
to various types of secondary education. The authors point out that despite a 
continuously keen demand, the scope of grammar schools has been narrowing and 
it has been increasingly difficult to enter this type of secondary education, which 
also narrows the path to higher education. Church schools have been gaining 
ground in secondary education.

In her paper Anna Imre analyses the impacts of all-day school, from 8 am to 4 
pm, introduced in 2011. Relying on empirical data, she highlights the fact that the 
effectiveness of extended school offering extracurricular and enriching activities is 
most conspicuous in the case of disadvantaged students. The author also explores 
changes in teachers’ workload and attitude.

The two last papers addressing issues related to public education investigate the 
effectiveness of schools with large proportions of students with lower economic and 
social status. Krisztián Széll outlines the concept of resilience and reviews the main 
research outputs in the area, focusing on risk as well as protective factors schools 
encounter. In addition, he points out the attributes of resilient schools, and explores 
the connections between school atmosphere and effectiveness. Within the same 
theoretical framework, Matild Sági relies on the data of nationwide competency 
tests and offers an empirical analysis of the impact mechanisms of Hungarian 
public education. The author points out that compared to average students, the 
school achievement of students with a lower status is affected considerably more by 
the type of school (or the particular school) they attend.

8
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The paper by Marianna Szemerszki leads the reader into the realm of higher 
education, focusing on a specific training field: special-needs teacher training. The 
reason for this choice is that in the labour market there is a significant shortage of 
professionals in this area. The author finds that despite the fact that the programme 
is popular with applicants and graduates also tend to find jobs in their professional 
field, which means the profession is attractive, the rate of attrition is high. 

We recommend this book to all readers who would like to have a glimpse into the 
current trends and typical discourses of education in Hungary.

Editor
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LÁSZLÓ KOJANITZ

The conceptual background of the 
development of experimental textbooks

INTRODUCTION
In the framework of the SROP (Social Renewal Operational Programme) project No. 
3.1.2/B-13, experimental textbooks are being prepared for primary and secondary 
schools. The textbooks will be born as a result of a three-year development (2014–
2017). In the first year the first versions of the textbooks are completed; in the 
second year the experimental textbooks are tested at schools; and in the third 
year the textbooks and digital materials are modified or redesigned on the basis 
of suggestions by teachers and students. Digital materials will accompany printed 
textbooks, and all these will be available for teachers, students and parents via a new 
public education portal.

EXPECTATIONS FOR THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

COOPERATION AMONG DEVELOPERS,  
RESEARCHERS AND EDUCATORS 

In the knowledge-based society, writing a textbook cannot be an individual task – 
rather it is the research and development activity of a group of experts. A modern 
textbook is not one book any more, but a toolkit containing worksheets, competency 
development and evaluation instruments, and also serves as a study aid for teachers. 
The elaboration and trial of all these necessitate a concerted innovation activity of 
developers, researchers and educators with different kinds of skills. 

In terms of research methodology, testing experimental textbooks can be 
understood as a development-based research. The essence of development-based 

László Kojanitz: The conceptual background of the development of experimental textbooks. In. Anikó 
Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): School, development, equity. Budapest: HIERD, pp. 11–24.
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research is organizing and documenting the trial of a new educational instrument 
in a way that as a result of it, not only the given instrument could be corrected, 
but also the research results can be used for making general conclusions: about 
the methodological solutions applied in textbooks, the impact of innovative 
educational instruments on teaching and learning, and the conditions of their 
effective applications (Reeves, 2000). 

Textbook authors should reconsider the role of textbooks in school and home 
learning. The goal is to build a new teaching-learning environment that inspires 
to learning and creating, and that uses the possibilities of modern technical 
instruments in an intelligent fashion. In order to do this, the developers should adapt 
the results of learning theory. They should find how the methodological innovations 
can be integrated into the new teaching materials. Great emphasis should be put on 
the analysing and planning work that orientate the development work and the new 
textbooks and digital materials should be evaluated continuously from the point of 
view of the realization of previously accepted plans. 

DEVELOPING TEXTBOOKS AND DIGITAL MATERIALS 
SIMULTANEOUSLY 
In 2005 the UNESCO considered the gradual changeover from using printed 
materials to digital learning materials (UNESCO, 2005) extremely important. So the 
new learning materials to be prepared in the project should stimulate the application 
of modern communication technologies in teaching and learning in order to support 
individual learning and teaching processes. The goal is to create a new teaching-
learning environment that utilises modern technical ICT devices sensibly. Careful 
consideration should be given to effectively linking the content of printed textbooks, 
digital learning materials and ICT-services in the whole process of teaching and 
learning. The editors and authors of experimental textbooks can design the content 
of a long-lasting printed version, aware of the fact that the digital learning materials 
accompanying the textbook will be available to help understand the content of the 
written material, to support students’ activities ensuring the efficiency of learning, to 
develop the competencies defined in the curriculum requirements and to establish 
the conditions for differentiation. The digital version of the textbooks supplemented 
with these elements will be available in online or offline modes anywhere and 
anytime quickly and easily for both teachers and students. Textbook writers should 
most efficiently use the opportunity that the pictures, figures, maps and blueprints 
can be “made alive” in the electronic version. For example, the experiments and 
scenes in a photo can appear as video clips, the maps, blueprints and paraphrase 
figures phased by animation and accompanied by explanatory narration. 
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ESTABLISHING THE CONDITIONS OF PERSONALISED LEARNING 

The integration of digital learning materials into the teaching-learning processes 
should be efficiently supported by the services of the new National Public Education 
Portal. The most important task is to establish the conditions of personalised learning. 
(Sampson, Karagiannidis and Kinshuk, 2002). Digital learning materials connected 
to printed textbooks can be a means to form personalised learning paths. The teacher 
can give differentiated tasks to students and even the students themselves can choose 
from different possibilities (Gaskó, 2009). The results and products of the students 
can be organized into personal portfolios. The teacher can give personalised tasks to 
individual students or small groups of students. Students can show what they know 
in various genres. They can choose from alternative contents and tasks. There could 
be a possibility for personal tutoring and communication between the teacher and 
the student. Students can do cooperative tasks and can share their products among 
themselves. They can add personal notes and remarks to the textbook content. 

Interactive tasks that can be reached online can give a possibility for personal 
practice and knowledge assessment anytime. The role of formative assessment giving 
feedback about the sub-processes and certain elements of knowledge during the 
learning process can grow. (Knausz, 2005). The personalised and obvious learning 
goals, the personal formative assessment orientated towards them can highly 
intensify learning motivation. (Brassói, Hunya and Vass, 2005). 

PROFESSIONAL EXPECTATIONS FOR EXPERIMENTAL 
TEXTBOOKS 

TEXTBOOKS IN THE CHANGING LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Because of the development of ICT devices and the ever expanding range of learning 
tools and knowledge sources available on the internet, the role of textbooks should 
be rethought. What are the functions which, if fulfilled, can still make textbooks an 
important instrument of school education? 

We find information about everything on the internet but it is difficult to 
ascertain about their correctness and credibility. That is why providing reliable 
reference knowledge becomes more accented with textbooks. Moreover, textbooks 
organize the endless reality of the natural environment, human culture and history 
and give sensible and interpretative structures to understand all these things. The 
way textbooks structure human knowledge plays a decisive role in our way of 
thinking even in our adulthood. 
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The most important condition of the productive development of competencies is 
the integration of well-organized knowledge and developing tasks. The textbooks 
could provide professional solution for transmitting effective teaching strategies 
and techniques to facilitate learning-centred developing processes. 

FACILITATING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF LEARNING 

One of the most important conclusions of researches investigating learning is that 
our previous knowledge, capacities and experiences have important roles even when 
we learn about a totally new thing. For this reason, transferring previous knowledge 
not only plays an important part in problem solving, but it is also a basic condition 
for a successful learning process. The teachers have a key role in bringing it to the 
surface, getting to know it, making it useful, or, if it is necessary, in correcting it in 
time.

Another important conclusion is that interactions between students or between 
the student and the teacher increase largely the development of learning capacities 
and the depth of understanding. The most efficient learning takes place when 
the previously learned things are effectively used during learning a new topic or 
solving a new type of task. Its chance can be the best increased if the students have a 
regular possibility to try out and apply the learned things in different contexts. The 
researchers have concluded that from the point of view of thinking development 
and application of knowledge, the understanding of the principles which organize 
the subject contents into systems is also an important condition: ”the validity of 
knowledge, the depth of understanding, transferability and usability of knowledge, 
its usefulness and sensibility in a broad sense are not defined by the complexity of 
elements (traditional terminology: knowledge, skills), but rather the organization of 
the system” (Csapó, 2002.) 

Students’ activity is another importance factor of the effectiveness of the learning 
process. “Ideal scholastic learning can only be really efficient if both the developers 
and the teachers acknowledge the role of the child’s independence in learning 
[…] intentional scholastic learning can only be valuable if they ensure productive 
learning for the students. In other words, they make task and problem solving 
possible, facilitate creativity, that is offer activities which mobilize originality, 
flexibility and resourcefulness, but at the same time they proportionately aim at 
ensuring reproductive learning, and connect it to solving tasks. […] The children 
learn knowledge and attitudes to be acquired by turning them into activities 
embedded in activities” (Zsolnai, 1986. 71.). 

The effectiveness of teaching can be further increased if the student’s 
independence and responsibility in their own learning gradually grow. On the one 
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hand, we should make them inside partners, phrasing for them precisely the tasks 
that they will face; on the other hand, their metacognitive functions which will 
enable them to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of their own learning must be 
developed. (Bransford, Brown and Cocking, 1999). 

Experimental textbooks should provide adequate conditions for teachers to be 
able to transform their teaching practice according to the above mentioned teaching 
and learning principles. Textbook authors should choose solutions that are in 
accordance with the components and conditions of effective learning.

Experimental textbooks, therefore, should meet the following expectations:
 � They have introductions defining the goal of learning and presenting the 

essence of their topics;
 � They include group tasks facilitating the mobilization of previous knowledge 

and experiences;
 � They present the knowledge content in a clearly structured fashion;
 � They make use of student tasks requiring independent autonomous work; 
 � They contain texts raising problems, as well as diagrams and questions;
 � They have references connected to personal experience; 
 � Their questions stimulate students’ reflections and opinions;
 � Their tasks stimulate to rethink previous ideas and knowledge;
 � The revision tasks verify proper understanding of new knowledge (not only 

memorization and reproduction). 

Sensible learning requires that students really understand what they have to 
learn and gain convincing experience which suggests that these things are worth 
learning. While teaching, continuous connections should be made between the 
scholastic material and phenomena and problems experienced in real life. Many 
tasks should be used for the application of knowledge and for the development of 
skills. Tasks should be presented in forms and raise problems in ways similar to 
the situations of the world outside the school. It is really significant that the choice 
of content and its mode of presentation should be in accordance with previous 
knowledge, experience, interests and life conditions of students, and the tasks bring 
education and real life closer to each other. 

The goal of the project SROP 3.1.2/B-13 is to establish a new generation of 
textbooks which develops key competencies with the help of content material that 
meet the curriculum requirements, that is to reconcile the “world” of knowledge 
and competencies. The development of key competencies is becoming a definite 
part of the daily teaching practice. While designing the textbooks, the skills and 
competencies to be mastered should be defined as precisely as possible and should 
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meet content requirements. By competency we understand the knowledge that is 
connected to a specific content, and can also be adapted to new situations. 

Textbooks should give students a possibility to use not only their language and 
logical intelligence. There should also be a way to use the other intelligence areas 
creatively (Gardner, 1983). In each subject area we must the possibility to give a role 
to more and more intelligence areas in learning (Lengyel, 2010). Also in this aspect, 
textbooks should give adequate patterns for teaching. 

School teaching is often criticized for presenting arts and science as final 
products. “It pays no regard to how they were born, how they were formed, how they 
were institutionalized, who the main professionals are, etc. (…). They established a 
didacticist way of stating which applies to the ’rationing’ facts, principles and tasks. 
This way of thinking can lead to a ’textbook-smelling world’ (Zsolnai, 1986. 85.). 
The experimental textbooks should give real experiences about the world of sciences 
and arts by paying a great deal of attention to not only the people who lived a long 
time ago, but also to our contemporaries, by informing us about how knowledge is 
changing in an area of science and in what ways the usage of scientific knowledge 
is realized in everyday life, not to forget the related conflicts and ethical concerns. 

IMPROVING READING AND WRITING SKILLS FOR 
EFFECTIVE LEARNING
The level of difficulty of the texts in the textbook is crucial for ensuring optimal 
learning conditions. A necessary condition for the effective use of any pedagogical 
text is that the students understand the text.

Looking for solutions that improve the conditions of understanding, we must 
keep in mind that the understanding of the text depends on various factors:

 � Motivation and task orientation of students 
 � Previous knowledge necessary for understanding the text 
 � Terminology used in the text 
 � Quantity and types of deductions necessary for understanding 
 � Routine of students in reading and processing the given type of text 

While preparing the textbooks all these factors should be taken into account in 
order to ensure the right conditions for acquiring the content and the continuous 
development of reading skills. 

Texts too simple or too complicated compared to the actual knowledge and skills 
of students should be avoided. This is true for both content and the way of phrasing. 
It is optimal if the textbook presents an adequate quantity of new knowledge and 
represents it in a way that its understanding is a manageable challenge for the 
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student. Also the diagrams, maps, questions and tasks necessary for understanding 
should provide the most effective help. So the level of difficulty of the textbook 
should be within the potential development zone of the student (Vigotsky, 1967). 
This is the level which individual skills can exceeded through certain efforts and in 
specially providing conditions. 

Students should be able to understand the content of the textbook by getting 
professional help from both the teacher and the textbook. This kind of help can be 
the teaching of learning strategies and the presentation of their application on the 
part of the teacher. 

Reading is an interactive activity during which the information gained from the 
text is continuously completed by the content evoked from our previous knowledge. 
As a consequence there is a need for expanding knowledge and its application 
in different and new contexts, and also for acquiring and practising necessary 
techniques and strategies to develop reading skills. The content in the texts, the 
system of concepts describing it and the acquisition of special language usage are in 
strong interference with each other. That is why the effectiveness of subject learning 
can be improved by systematically developing the reading skills that are necessary 
to understand the texts of a given literacy or science area (Garbe, 2013). 

So the texts in the textbook should be prepared and composed in a way that they 
give more and more possibilities to develop the reading skills that are linked to 
the content. They should contain tasks that continuously provide the teachers with 
good examples how to connect the teaching of the content and the development of 
special reading and writing skills with each other. 

In the case of reading another important condition of success is to form 
metacognitive consciousness. The tasks of the textbooks should facilitate the 
formation and development of metacognitive abilities: 

 � Mobilization of previous knowledge and experiences necessary for 
understanding 

 � Defining the goal about what kind of information I need, and for what I would 
like to use what I read previously

 � Recognizing the inner structure and logic of the text that are usually very 
different social and natural sciences 

 � Elaboration of the information found in the text in many different ways: 
making notes, making sketches, systematization, discussion, etc. 

 � Posterior evaluation of the process of learning, rethinking of the learned 
things
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Figure 1 |  Criteria Used in Evaluating the Textbooks’ Quality of Instructional Support in AAAS 
Project 2061 Textbook Evaluations

I. Providing a Sense of Purpose

Conveying unit purpose. Does the material convey an overall sense of purpose and direction that is understandable and 
motivating to students?

Conveying lesson/activity purpose. Does the material convey the purpose of each lesson or activity and its relationship to others?

Justifying lesson/activity sequence. Does the material involve students in a logical or strategic sequence of lessons or activities 
(versus being just a collection of lessons or activities)?

II. Taking Account of Student Ideas

Attending to prerequisite knowledge and skills. Does the material specify prerequisite knowledge/skills that are necessary to the 
learning of the key ideas?

Alerting teachers to commonly held student ideas. Does the material alert teachers to commonly held student ideas (both 
troublesome and helpful),

Assisting teachers in identifying their students’ ideas. Does the material include suggestions for teachers to find out what their 
students think about familiar phenomena related to the key ideas before the scientific ideas are introduced?

Addressing commonly held ideas. Does the material attempt to address commonly held student ideas?

III. Engaging Students with Relevant Phenomena

Providing variety of phenomena. Does the material provide multiple and varied phenomena to support the key ideas?

Providing vivid experiences. Does the material include activities that provide first-hand experiences with phenomena when 
practical or provide students with a vicarious sense of the phenomena when not practical?

IV. Developing and Using Scientific Ideas

Introducing terms meaningfully. Does the material introduce technical terms only in conjunction with experience with the idea or 
process and only as needed to facilitate thinking and promote effective communication?

Representing ideas effectively. Does the material include accurate and comprehensible representations of the key ideas?

Demonstrating use of knowledge. Does the material demonstrate/model or include suggestions for teachers on how to 
demonstrate/model skills or the use of knowledge?

Providing practice. Does the material provide tasks/questions for students to practice skills or to use knowledge in a variety of 
situations?

V. Promoting Students’ Thinking about Phenomena, Experiences, and Knowledge

Encouraging students to explain their ideas. Does the material routinely include suggestions for having each student express, 
clarify, justify, and represent his or her ideas? Are suggestions made for when and how students will get feedback from peers and 
the teacher?

Guiding student interpretation and reasoning. Does the material include tasks and/or question sequences to guide student 
interpretation and reasoning about experiences with phenomena and readings?

Encouraging students to think about what they have learned. Does the material suggest ways to have students check and reflect on 
their own progress?

VI. Assessing Progress

Aligning assessment to goals. Assuming a content match between the curriculum material and a key idea, are assessment items 
included that match the same key idea?

Testing for understanding. Does the material include assessment tasks that require application of ideas and avoid allowing students 
a trivial way out, like using a formula or repeating a memorized term without understanding it?

Using assessment to inform instruction. Are some assessments embedded in the curriculum along the way, with advice to teachers 
as to how they might use the results to choose or modify activities?

VII. Enhancing the Science Learning Environment

Providing teacher content support. Does the material help teachers improve their understanding of science, mathematics, and 
technology as is necessary for teaching the material?

Encouraging curiosity and questioning. Does the material help teachers to create a classroom environment that welcomes student 
curiosity, rewards creativity, encourages a spirit of healthy questioning, and avoids dogmatism?

Supporting all students. Does the material help teachers to create a classroom community that encourages high expectations for all 
students, that enables all students to experience success, and that provides all different kinds of students with a feeling of belonging 
in the science classroom?
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ENSURING REAL UNDERSTANDING OF SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE 

What viewpoints should we take into consideration when we select among the 
scientific knowledge and concepts appearing in the textbooks? 

What kind of help should be given to the teacher and the student in order to 
make sure that the newly learnt things are not uncertain and superficial knowledge? 
The solution to these problems can mean the biggest challenge but at the same time 
it also can mean the biggest possibility for the authors of experimental textbooks. 

In 1999 the overall textbook evaluation carried out by the developers of 
Project 2061 triggered an international response. It examined to what extent the 
mathematics, geography, biology and physics textbooks used in USA secondary 
schools suit the new objectives of content and didactical principles. The experts 
concluded that the majority of textbooks colligated too many topics but did not 
build up any of them correctly. They found too much content material and too 
many student tasks that were irrelevant from the point of view of acquiring natural 
scientific connections and basic principles, or did not connect to each other in the 
right way. According to the experts, all this makes it more difficult to understand 
essentials. The teaching strategy of the textbooks was also evaluated. The system of 
criteria used by the experts of Project 2061 to evaluate textbooks (Figure 1, Kulm, 
Roseman, Treistman 1999) provides guidelines also for the authors of experimental 
textbooks; primarily for the authors and editors of textbooks on natural science 
subjects, but with small modifications, for developers of other subjects too.

Applying the methods of research-based learning can significantly increase the 
efficiency of teaching natural (Nagyné, 2010) and social sciences (Kojanitz, 2010; 
Fischerné Dárdai, 2007). To help the spread of this approach, the content, the 
structure and the tasks of the textbooks should provide support for designing and 
elaborating the learning process and the teaching hours based on its principles.

If we approach the question from the side of the teaching and learning process 
(Olson and Loucks-Horsley, 2000), the point of inquiry-based learning is to 
sequentially follow the next seven steps: 

1. Choosing a problem that can be transformed into an interesting question to 
start student research work. The problem is first represented in its complexity. 

2. Presenting adequate sources of knowledge, research methods and research 
tools. Preparing a task plan: turning the original problem into questions and 
asking further questions in connection with the topic. 

3. Information and data collecting. Analysing and interpreting the results. 
4. Presenting the results. Discussing the deductions formulated by the students: 

accepting, rejecting or clarifying the deductions.
5. Checking and debating whether the answer given by the student has really 

given a solution to the problems. 
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6. Analysing and evaluating the task from the point whether the choice of the 
resources of knowledge, the collection of data and information, and the 
interpretation of the facts suited the rules of the given discipline. 

7. Pedagogically evaluating the fulfilled work. Evaluating the achievements of 
students. 

TEXTBOOK DEVELOPMENT EMPHASIZING 
SYSTEMATIZATION 

BASIC DESIGN PRINCIPLES 

Knowledge is a system composed of definite elements (content knowledge, skills, 
attitudes), the quality of which is defined by its organization. Students’ knowledge 
should also develop as a system during learning. We need textbooks that are able 
to form students’ way of thinking and help them study in the most effective way 
possible. The effective improvement of students’ understanding is often obstructed 
in practice by the bad idea that if the student acquires a sufficient quantity of 
knowledge, this knowledge will lead to deep understanding and application of 
the basic principles, models and theories of given subject areas or sciences in the 
long run. However, these pedagogical beliefs are supported by neither theory nor 
practice. Textbooks can have a paramount role in enabling the teacher to follow a 
different strategy concentrating on key ideas and important correlations, to return 
to them repeatedly over and over, and to be able to improve students’ sense and way 
of thinking. 

According to American textbook researchers, textbooks should be built on some 
well-chosen design principles with respect to content, and language as well as the 
choice and preparation of the illustrations (Chambliss and Calfee, 1998). They suggest 
three basic design principles to the attention of textbook authors: comprehensibility, 
exemplary curriculum, student-centred instruction. Textbook authors should be 
consistent in the sense that they should prepare the whole textbook series, each 
textbook of the series, certain topics and lessons of the textbooks on the basis of the 
same basic design principles. The basic condition of reaching this effect is that the 
authors of the textbook series know exactly what they would like to have an impact 
on, how and with what kind of instruments they want to reach this, and they should 
not forget about it when elaborating the details of textbooks. 
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COMPREHENSIBILITY

In order to understand the texts, every new thing should be demonstrated in a 
way that establishes the most possible connections with the existing knowledge 
of the students: with their vocabulary, personal experiences, previous knowledge, 
explaining models, etc. These connections ensure the familiar starting point for 
learning the new thing. It is important that whatever students are learning should 
not only be familiar but also interesting for them. The selected topic, the colourful 
presentation, the spectacular illustrations and tasks that encourage thinking can 
all contribute to raising students’ interest. The third condition of understandability 
is coherent content. The logical organization of the topic is as significant as the 
structure of the language used. It can be useful if the author highlights the logical 
organizing principles according to which the information is presented (for example 
conceptual hierarchy; cause-effect correlations; similarities and differences; pros 
and contras) in some way (e.g. an introduction showing the essence, diagrams, 
mind maps, synthetic sketches). There is a need for conscious logical schemes that 
structure the texts because natural science and social science explanations require 
more complicated reading strategies than the ones generally used by students. 

EXEMPLARY CURRICULUM

Institutionalized education should prepare students for interpreting the world 
according to models different from everyday experiences and also enable them 
familiarise with and use the scientific theories which help to see the never-ending 
multitude of phenomena in a system. It should help them learn the correlations, 
opened up by science, which are necessary for explaining and interpreting natural 
and social phenomena, so to be able to see the world through the expert lenses, 
and to acquire adaptive knowledge that makes the interpretation of new pieces of 
information and phenomena experienced in reality possible. 

Textbook authors should pay special attention to the conditions they establish 
for learning and applying the mental nodes, the correlations carrying adaptive 
knowledge and the interpretation framework of certain subject areas. For example, 
this kind of important adaptive theory is the adaptation of living organisms to the 
external environment in biology, or the plate tectonics in geography. The latter can 
be used, for example, to understand various kinds of phenomena (earthquakes, 
volcanoes, deep-sea trenches, shapes of the continents) at the same time. 

While designing choosing the conceptual content is also a very important task. 
In order to achieve success, it should be carefully selected what theories, concepts 
and basic principles are present in the textbook, because they could only help the 
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students if there is enough time for their understanding. When designing textbooks 
every opportunity should be used to evoke and apply these theories, concepts and 
basic principles. The application of already familiar interpretation frameworks 
should be made use of as often as possible so that students can take in new pieces of 
information and phenomena. 

STUDENT-CENTRED INSTRUCTION

The third design principle defining the textbook preparation is ’student-centred 
instruction’, which is closely related to the approaches of ’comprehensibility’ and 
’exemplary curriculum’ presented above. 

The ’student-centred instruction’ approach first makes connections with the 
student’s previous knowledge, then it organises the new contents into easily 
understandable and evocable structures, provides a chance for the student’s 
independent reflections, and finally gives an opportunity to expand the learned 
things, and also to apply them in new contexts. 

This logic should also be followed while designing textbooks: different tools 
should be given to teachers to enable them to follow these four phases of the learning 
process when working with new content material. 

To achieve success, however, the teacher always needs to flexibly adapt to the 
actual knowledge of the students, their spontaneous reactions and the unique 
situations evolving in the classroom; for example, to the problems articulated by the 
students, to the debates among students or to the actualities related to the learned 
things. The textbook can also influence to what extent the teacher can secede from 
the determined schemes in favour of student-centred instruction. The textbook can 
help with this if certain chapters make a sensible unit by themselves, too, because in 
this way the teacher can compose teaching paths that are different from the original 
order in the textbook, without damaging coherence. 

MOBILIZATION AND DEVELOPMENT  
OF EACH COMPONENT OF LEARNING 
The textbook only meets the expectations of quality learning if it ensures the right 
conditions for each of its components (understanding and learning knowledge; 
learning the operations ensuring the application of knowledge; analysing problems, 
learning problem solving; learning methods of learning; learning thinking 
processes; learning social relations, and forms of behaviour). 
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Textbook accreditation has been carried out for years based on angles and criteria 
of evaluation that are in accordance with this perception. A design instrument has 
been prepared in a unified format, taking into account the gained experiences, for 
the elaboration and description of experimental textbooks. 

This provides help for experts working on the conception of textbooks to be 
able to think over every important aspect and condition of learning when forming 
solutions for the peculiarities of each subject. 

SUMMARY 

The development of experimental textbooks is a significant undertaking of national 
public education. Its results and experiences will probably have a great impact on the 
scholastic practice in the coming years. In order to make this impact favourable, the 
work of many different experts should be professionally harmonized. This concept 
of development attempts to achieve this by highlighting the goals and quality 
criteria of content development in the framework of the project from three aspects. 
It highlights the importance of the formation and cooperation of research and 
development working groups, and the conscious usage of possibilities offered by ICT 
in relation to the developing process. The idea presents the quality criteria expected 
from experimental textbooks in details. The most important ones are selecting 
knowledge relevant for the students, developing key competencies, teaching based 
on student activities, practising effective teaching and learning strategies, developing 
content-related reading skills, forming conditions of research-based learning, and 
mobilizing each component of learning. Finally, the idea of development deals 
separately with the three basic principles ensuring the systematization of textbook 
development: comprehensibility, exemplary curriculum, and student-centred 
instruction. 
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Rediscovering long-standing values in the 
teaching of natural science

THE MYTHICAL MIND
The ancient mind has been preserved for contemporary society in pictures and 
myths. In this religious-mythical worldview, the myth is not only the narration of a 
deity’s act but also the active participation of the members of a human community 
that believes in it, and entry into the “eternity of myths”. For an outsider, myths are 
mere strange stories. However, for people living in a mythical world, they carry a 
sense of a more complete understanding, experience and maintenance of reality. 
Myths concentrate and unite truth (cosmic knowledge), goodness (acts that meet 
existence) and beauty (sense of harmony).

According to members of traditional societies, the world that they live in is 
organized - it is the COSMOS (Plato, Gorgias, 508a). Besides meaning neatness, the 
Greek notion ‘cosmos’ also means discipline, brilliance and glory via good deeds. 
It mirrors the concentration of an ancient unity of meaning. Stepping out from the 
well-tended world, strange, chaotic space and time begins. As Mircea Eliade points 
out that the consciousness of Cosmos stems from the confidence that the landscape 
and its people are in contact with the gods or creative spirits. Celebrations are the 
highlighted, holy time of this contact. The “worn out” world is being renewed in this 
cyclic, recurring, eternal, “timeless time”. Participants in the rite “re-enter again 
and again this primordial time”. They revive thereby becoming part of creation 
and re-creation. Myths become a standard of values through human rites imitating 
the divine acts (Eliade, 2005) Man as a Microcosm is good if his actions serve the 
maintenance of the world order (Macrocosm), and he does evil if his actions cause 
chaos, that is (i.e.) a state that lacks law, measure and beauty.

Pictures of the myth carry a lot of meaning, which can cause the outsider to be 
confused for two reasons. On the one hand, the same object or phenomenon can 
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carry also a profane and sacred meaning, and on the other hand, a single object or 
person, for example, deity, may take on a variety of forms, for example, may become 
a player of many wonderful stories. (Jung-Kerenyi, 1951) The “more powerful 
existence” the material sign and manifestation of holiness (hierophany) may be the 
same as the objects and phenomena of the profane world. Zeus may appear in the 
thunder, Pallas Athena in the shape of an owl or some earthly mortal person but 
springs, stones and trees have also had their gods. However, god is not the thunder, 
the owl, the stone, or the tree itself but something that is admirable within them 
(Eliade, 1957) A chemist who did not notice the meaning of the stone, who did not 
enjoy the experience of hierophany, the “whole”, might say by analysing the statue of 
Nike of Samothrace that it is nothing more than calcium carbonate. Myths through 
hierophany, through the variable but never random interaction of a part and the 
whole could become a common source of knowledge and beauty.

This unity, however, was destroyed at the end of the classical ancient Greek era. 
The encounter of a wide variety of people with different values, knowledge and 
beauty ideals had caused self-reflection, the fragmentation of the belief of an absolute 
Cosmos, and the creation of relative values. “Man is the measure of all things, of 
the existence of the things that are and the non-existence of the things that are 
not”, proclaimed the sophistic Protagoras, extending his teaching not only to the 
good and the evil in the ethical sense but also to “the right and the false” and “the 
beautiful and the ruthless” (Plato: Theaethetus 151D-186E ). Socrates - and Plato, 
who recalled his personality - tried to find a way to answer the sophistry challenge. 
Plato saw it as feasible to re-establish unity in universal ideals. Kalokagathia - a 
unity of beauty and goodness - also included the right knowledge, as - according to 
its interpretation - everyone seeks for good but we can follow the real good only by 
having the right knowledge, and in the absence of that, we will definitely miss the 
direction. (Anderson, 2014) 

RESPONSIBILITY AND IRREVERSIBLE TIME:  
THE BIRTH OF TODAY’S SCIENCE
In the European culture, the main driving force of the changes following antiquity 
was the de-mythological and re-mythological effect of monotheistic religions. 
Judaism, Christianity and Islamic adherents agree that their God is the only being 
who is “selfishly loving” and therefore prohibits the service of other gods (magic, 
idolatry), and even portrayal. The hierophanies of the God of monotheism abolish 
or re-interpret the hierophanies competing with him, which are unmasked as 
human beliefs and delusions. The God of monotheism is eternal but influences and 
directs human history. Creation, irreversible time has become an internal shaping 
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of European culture and art and has enabled the natural sciences to unfold (Jaki, 
1990)

The emergence of natural sciences in the modern sense, however, was the sign 
of a new crisis. As in the age of Hellenism, in the 18th -19th century an absolute 
sight loss caused (or indicated) the crisis. The scientists of the 19th century tried to 
clear the boundaries between theology, science, ethics and aesthetics. Accordingly, 
natural sciences explore the properties of a world independent from observers, 
mechanisms of processes, aesthetics examine impacts on humans and ethics deal 
with the possible states of the world, which we have to implement or to reject. 

Sciences inquire: ‘What does the world look like?’ The ethical question sounds: 
“How should it look like?” Thus, the two approaches are neither opposed to each 
other nor in contact, unless they come together in observing people and acting 
people. This point of view will render autonomy to the three areas but the common 
standards will get lost. Is Western culture capable to maintain this autonomy and to 
find again its consistency at the same time? If so, what role can they play in sciences?

THE HISTORICAL APPROACHES OF SCIENCES

The (natural) science of our days was born in Europe and is one of the creators of 
Western civilization. Since the age of Enlightenment, natural sciences, which have 
evolved in a unified way, despite their intricate past, have reached unprecedented 
efficiency. They did so by means of technological innovation (industrial revolutions), 
which added greatly to their prestige. Thus, natural sciences contributed to the 
economic and intellectual strength of European civilization, as well as its hunger 
for expansion and profit.

The intellectual, social, environmental and economic crises of the 20th century 
not only questioned the use of scientific and technological achievements (nuclear 
energy, genetic modification, psychedelic substances), but also incriminated the 
‘virgin science.’ Is it possible that – to some extent – the roots of current problems 
lay in sciences themselves and their well-developed methods? The critical stage of 
the relationship between (natural) sciences and society in the 20-21th century may 
not be the cause, but is certainly the marker of Western civilization’s crisis – or as 
we call it today: the crisis of consumer society. The answers given to these questions 
may be the signs of searching for a way out of the crisis, and may serve as examples 
for the problems also present in the teaching of natural sciences.

One of the well-known attempts of science history writing and science philosophy 
in the second half of the 20th century is that of Thomas Kuhn, who promulgated the 
notion of paradigms. (Kuhn, 1962) He emphasized the role of paradigms in unifying 
various scientific fields, on the other hand, he also pointed to the incommensurable 
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nature and autonomy of claims based on different paradigms. The Copernican 
model, for instance, successfully replaced the Ptolemaic system, but failed to refute 
it in a logical sense. (Hoyle, 1973) Imre Lakatos, Hungarian philosopher attempted 
to provide a rational framework for the futile relativism following Kuhn’s theory by 
the introduction of the notion of ‘research programmes.’(Lakatos, 1973) According 
to Lakatos, there is never a single paradigm which dominates a period, but a number 
of research programmes which co-exist and compete with each other, although 
with different odds. Scientific theories are like sprouting trees striving for light in 
a forest. They influence each other; however, each of them evolves in accordance 
with their own internal rules. The leading paradigm (the dominant paradigm 
at a given time) is going to be the one which can raise more relevant, important 
and answerable questions, than its counterparts. The geocentric and heliocentric 
models have simultaneously existed from ancient to modern times, have several 
common features and are influential to this day. Therefore, one may choose from 
the programmes (or paradigms): the more favourable one or the more profitable one 
– but not the ‘more truthful’ one.

Nowadays, the positivist system of sciences has been replaced by an array of 
models, paradigms and traditions. In the place of an ‘impersonally indifferent’ 
scientific thought, systematic and interaction-based descriptions have appeared. 
Exceeding the principles of platonic eternal truths and Hegel’s ideology of 
development, sciences are represented in today’s scientific thought as mosaics of 
self-organising ideological and sociological systems or ever-changing networks. 
The differentiation between the Arts and sciences is gradually losing its purpose, 
as the philosophy of Descartes, which divides the subject (man) and object (e.g. 
‘nature’) of our enquiries has been replaced (or complemented) by the unity and 
mutual interpretation of the two.

The dismal image which depicts natural sciences subservient to the current 
political and economic power may be re-shaped by currents of thought which seek 
the provisions and significance of sustainability, autonomy, and the rules of self-
organization, health, prosperity, diversity and stability. We have gone beyond the 
positivist theory, which regards (natural) sciences as the bearers of the absolute truth. 
Paradigms/research programmes, similarly to branches of arts or different ages, 
receive a complementary and not a preclusive role. Adopting a systematic approach, 
sciences also search for functions, i.e. the meaning of the acquired knowledge. This 
approach may become an organising principle for curriculum management both in 
public and higher education.
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SEARCHING FOR NEW WAYS

The idea of evolution was a turning point in European scientific thought, since, as 
a result of it, science also came to be regarded as a process. In the 20th century, this 
historic theory was accompanied by the ecological approach, which studied the unity 
and interaction between the living creature and its surroundings. Cognitive studies, 
non-interchangeable and often co-existing paradigms which organise learning and 
the systematic approach have also enriched the scientific scene. Economic and 
social changes (e.g. energy crisis) have also contributed to the change in the image of 
nature. The ‘classical’ view of science (especially economics) considered nature as an 
inexhaustible source of material and energy, which is impersonal and can be analysed 
and utilized by any means. By now, the Gaia world view has become accepted, which 
incorporates restricting development, organisation and self-regulation. (Lovelock, 
1973) We are (also) part of Gaia; therefore, its exploitation threatens our existence. 
Its appearance also marks the beginning of a dialogue between (natural) sciences 
and theology, if we regard nature as a product of creation and we consider creatures 
not resources but fellow living creatures. Thus, our existence and knowledge gains a 
transcendental dimension as well.

The new scientific thought is therefore as follows:
 � historic, as it looks at our knowledge as changing mosaics of models and 

paradigms
 � has multiple points of view, for a number of paradigms may exist, even 

simultaneously
 � affected by ethics, as it is based on the assumption that there is a connection 

between the financing, method and adoption of research, and that starting the 
research is a moral choice in itself

 � holistic, since apart from studying mechanisms, it does not reject questions 
about the whole and the functions

The old and the new view of science, however, also have common features. Such 
features are the belief in the organised and knowable aspect of nature (or creation), 
the intrinsic value and beauty of knowledge, the need for disciplined thinking 
(acceptance of the necessity of disciplines), and believing that knowledge can enrich 
our world and further our happiness.

THEORETICAL RESEARCH
During the twenty-five years of writing books, our aim was to outline the major 
research programmes and paradigms which have shaped natural sciences, and 
which show the internal system and the connections which have formed between 
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them historically. ‘Historic’ primarily stands for the wide range of the methods of 
research and enquiry; it is an eternal force motivating us to raise new questions.

Our series of books is unique in the sense that it facilitates the individual 
learning of different branches of science; it assists the teaching of the sciences, and 
at the same time indicates how the disciplines build on each other with the help of 
references and thought-provoking questions. This is what connects our books to 
everyday problems as well, where the choices we make risk our necks’ – at times in 
a literal sense.

The first volume, Források (Roots), explained the birth of European natural 
sciences, the second volume, A kísérletező ember (The experimenting man), was 
about nature and the self-reflecting individual in nature. The primary themes of the 
final volume, Megőrzött idő (Treasured time) are the two major issues of modern 
science: plurality and a historical view. Plurality offers almost infinite possibilities of 
repetition, whereas a historical view observes non-recurrent phenomena. Modern 
science attempted to realign these two viewpoints. Its success or failure directly 
impacts our prosperity, as our numerous efforts culminate in our singular future.

The solution lies in the rediscovery of functions and reason, since this is what 
moulds a harmonic whole from the plurality of coincidences as history unfolds. 
This knowledge can be the foundation of a world view which preserves the 
descriptive methods of science and its explanatory power, but also finds the place 
of the described processes and forms in the whole of nature. It would seem that this 
has been humanity’s goal since time immemorial. Our culture encompasses the 
history of sciences, which is a multitude of visionary or failed attempts at seeking 
or denying reason, from the drawings on shaman drums, buttressing system of 
cathedrals and Kepler’s Laws of planetary motion to the mechanic simulation of 
our intelligence and Gaia’s modern myth.

ETHICAL DIMENSIONS

Paul Juhasz-Nagy the famous Hungarian scientist recounted a story, in which the 
teacher on a student-trip had cried out in front of a rare orchid, Orchis simia: “Do 
kneel down!” He made his pupils accept the holiness of nature. What does sacredness 
of nature really mean? (Juhasz-Nagy, 1991) We cannot return to the world of antique 
myths neither considering the Christian theological point of view nor the secular 
scientific one. What we can do is to reflect on the viewpoints of the past. E.g. James 
Lovelock in his scientific Gaia-theory uses the name of the ancient earth-goddess 
as an inspiring metaphor (Lovelock, 1979) If we look at the relationship between 
science and ethics, we do not regard Nature as an absolute reference point, but, 
according to the sciences, as an balanced system pregnant with a lot of opportunity, 
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or, according to the Bible, a gift, a neat Garden. Our special human task in either 
case is its (or Her) cognition, its preservation and its care.

The unfolding ecology of the 19th -20th centuries pays prior attention to the main 
characteristics of this Garden: i.e. (that is) the interrelation between their stability, 
complexity and diversity. The stability of the communities indicates the ability to 
maintain the identity of the variable external environment. To do so, complexity 
is inevitable, i.e. an organised interconnection of a sufficient degree autonomous 
subsystems. Thus, the diversity of the components can be permanently sustained. 
Diversity, complexity and stability as system specifications can also be described 
in terms of mathematics. They cause elementary sensory impressions, therefore 
they carry aesthetic values, and, as Juhász-Nagy highlights it, they are also organic 
value-categories. What the three aspects have in common, is respect for life.

These system-wide insights can be extended in many areas - such one is the 
process of education. If you disconnect the system of educational institutions 
into subsystems, the complexity of the system can be examined, i.e. the degree of 
autonomy of the subsystems as well as the interaction between them. The continuity 
of culture, the traditions of literacy can be observed in parallel with the stability of 
communities, and the conditions for the survival of these traditions can be searched 
for. Diversity can be measured via teaching methods, theories, or paradigms, 
methods of evaluation, by taking into consideration how they help the adaptation of 
innovations in the systems and how they are related to the stability of the system as 
a whole. Whichever level of analysis is selected, the lower level has to fit to a higher 
one. Let us remember the relationship between Microcosm and Macrocosm, and 
the connection between ancient hierophany and modern discovery.

THEORETICAL CONCLUSIONS

The diverse and interconnected development of natural sciences and the battle of 
paradigms/research programmes allow us to draw a number of conclusions, which 
are relevant to challenges faced by public and higher education. They serve as 
examples for finding pedagogical solutions for global societal-social, ethical and 
environmental crises.

Describing the crisis phenomena is possible with the help of more than one different 
discipline. The distinct approaches of the disciplines demand harmonization. This 
requires refining a common framework for the different terminologies and finding 
connections between the disciplines.

The domain of the descriptions achieved through the use of different approaches 
and methods is limited, and at the same time the meaning of the terms used often 
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surpasses the intentionally constricted domain of a discipline. It is this revelation 
that may provide a possibility of connection and co-operation.

The historical approach is an important means of interdisciplinarity in this 
correlation, which, first and foremost, helps to define the domain by reflecting 
extensively on research methods.

All of this may be achieved in an educational framework through effective 
co-operation between teachers and teaching tools. While preserving the internal 
logic of each subject, the connections can and should be found. These connections, 
like ‘great science,’ draw the attention to the relationship between subjects during 
lessons. This kind of concentration can only be effective if it holds relevance in 
the assessment of the student as well. This means that it is not enough to attract 
students’ attention; the task of revealing connections should not be neglected by 
writers of curricula, teachers or providers of teaching tools.

PRACTICAL RESEARCH: ’WHAT IS THE WORLD LIKE?’ 
THE PILOT PROJECT AND ITS TEACHING
The study describes the institutional indicators and innovative motivation 
indicators of the classroom. These are teaching-learning working forms, the use of 
visual tools, and cooperation among teachers, assessment methods and contact to 
extracurricular organizations. According to the survey, the pedagogical practice in 
all the assessed countries – including Hungary – was more developed at classroom 
level than at institutional level. It is instructive that while cooperation on average 
among teachers in the OECD countries increased by 12%, in Hungary it decreased 
by 34%, mostly in the field of natural sciences.

The school as an organization is specific to the culture adopted by its members, 
which include the commonly understood values, beliefs and presuppositions. 
International research indicates that the competitiveness of a school as an 
organization is determined by values such as: innovation, transparency, diversity, 
creativity, and collaboration. (Moon, 2014) 

According to psychological research, the atmosphere of organizations that 
create new values is similar to the concept of creativity and support, which has 
been developed by Göran Ekvall (Ekvall, 1996). Accordingly there is mutual trust 
among the members of the organization, they are open to each other, accept each 
other’s autonomy and get reciprocal support of their initiatives. The organisation 
is characterised by the diversity of views, knowledge, experience and mutual 
acceptance of opinions. 
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Our series on the history of science consisting of three volumes served as a basis 
for a teacher training programme adopting a novel approach. A research project 
was launched with the participation of teacher trainees. 

15.89% 14.09% 16.87%
2.50%

80.13% 82.55%
66.27% 93.13%

3.97% 3.36%
16.87%

4.38%

Questionnaire
"boring-exciting"

CONTROL GROUP
BEFORE

CONTROL GROUP
AFTER

PILOT GROUP
BEFORE

PILOT GROUP
AFTER

boring exci�ng no answer

The pilot project lasted from the autumn of 2014 to the autumn of 2016 with 
the participation of 8 schools, 15 classes, a total of 304 students and 10 teachers 
from schools in Vác and the area. The programme consisted of two main parts: 
the drafting of a new pedagogical method and the implementation of a new form 
of inter-institutional cooperation. The goal was to create a new, complex learning-
organisation structure to bridge over public education and higher education levels. 
Teacher candidate students are considered partners in the development of the 
programme management and research while creating a free, inventive atmosphere. 
The experiment involved volunteer teacher colleagues with decades of experience 
and expected operational criticism and openness. We handed over to them the new 
method, developed materials, we created experimental demonstration tools. All of 
them were carefully brought together, so that they should avoid risk of accidents 
and students can build some of them even at home.
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During a one-year preparation we have developed with our college students a 
science history-based curriculum for the 5th-class primary school children in 
teaching Science (The features of materials). This module contained histories about 
discoveries at an appropriate level for children’s age. It also contained relevant 
experiments and workbooks. The aim was to sensitize students for scientific cognition, 
for understanding natural phenomena by developing a research attitude through the 
stories (for example Lavoisier’s life, his experiments carried out with air, water and 
soil), by scientific problem identification, by searching of explanation. We examined 
the attitude of teachers and students towards the changes via questionnaires and 
interviews. We were also interested in the effects of the experimental method on the 
memory and on the support of effectiveness in the inter-institutional cooperation.

At the beginning of the lesson, the children were taught a scientific discovery (for 
example, the discovery of oxygen, magnet) by the teacher’s narrative. Then for small 
groups of students, the teacher introduced the experiment illustrating the story and 
last they attempted to explain the result together. We expected the storytelling to be 
a spiritual medium that helps them to relive the strange ’mysterious” phenomena. 
It is assumed that narration supports the understanding of science concepts, laws, 
the imaginary mind, the internal imaging process. The teacher recalled first in 
thought, and then repeated in the experiments some elements of a several hundred 
years old story, which is instructive even today. The students were lead on by the 
enjoyment of the empathy and understanding to the “cosmic” world. This world was 
comprehensible, the students were made to recognize its secrets, and they were able 
to discover its rules and laws. 

Based on the questionnaires, we know that, in experimental classes, students find 
the lessons exciting, easy and less exhausting despite the fact that we expected them 
to make a more substantial theoretical and physical effort. We have experienced the 
greatest change in the judgement of theoretical or practical nature of the natural 
science subject. By the end of the pilot programme, both teachers and students 
considered the subject more practical, while in the control group the theoretical 
nature of the subject was further strengthened. One of the most surprising results of 
our three-year project was that two-thirds of the children repeated the experiments 
at home and initiated the start-up of students group at a number of schools in the 
afternoon. (Mészáros M., Vincze Zs., 2017)

PRACTICAL CONCLUSIONS

Our history-based science project strives for harmony between the knowledge and 
the method of teaching it. Based on our experience, we realise a connection between 
the life in communities and the world of schools. Both are a learning organization 
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in which learning is a modification, construction of an inner order and the result is 
the adaptation to changed conditions.

One of the conditions for adaptation is the preservation of self-identity, stability, 
which also involves return to the traditions of the school world and search for 
new methods, innovation. The complexity of life communities corresponds to the 
existence and relationship of units with partial autonomy in the school world, i.e. 
the interconnection of disciplines (inter- and transdisciplines) and the institutional 
cooperation (Ekvall, 1996).

History in nature and history of sciences is unique; it is a non-repetitive 
process (evolution and the history of the notions). During a lesson, narrative gives 
students the opportunity to experience the pleasure of discovery, to experience 
emotional identification with the explorer, to understand the method of cognition 
(experiments) and the resulting knowledge. The narratives, like myths, provide 
community-building knowledge. However, the receptors in our case – unlike with 
myths – can reflect on the process, so their knowledge and commitment becomes 
personal.

This study is based on the following two papers:
Both, M. and Csorba, L. (2015): Rediscovering long-standing values in the teaching 

of natural sciences Journal of the Comenius Association No. 25. pp 28–31.
Both, M. and Csorba, L. (2017): Wildlife and school communities – ethical 

dimensions Journal of the Comenius Association No. 26. pp. 15–17.
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An evaluation of the Hungarian 
Eco-schools – the monitoring approach

INTRODUCTION 
Hungary’s Fundamental Law specifies the basic values related to the transition to 
sustainability, and refers to the principle of sustainable development (Fundamental 
Law, 2011). Accordingly, education for sustainable development is an objective 
of public education which, in conformity with its significance, is referred to in 
Article 1 of the Act on National Public Education (2011) and is one of the priority 
development areas of the National Core Curriculum (NCC, 2012). 

All this falls in line with European and global processes in education. In 
November 2010, the Council of the European Union adopted conclusions (EU, 
2010) which, among others, invite the member states to support in their educational 
system the implementation of a “whole-school” approach in terms of the pedagogy of 
sustainability. After the UN programme of the Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (2005–2014), the UNESCO launched the Global Action Programme 
on Education for Sustainable Development in order to encourage its member states 
to develop their practice of education for sustainability (UNESCO, 2014), laying 
special emphasis on the practice of the whole-institution approach. Whole-school 
education was elaborated in the 1980s by the Environment and School Initiatives1 
network. 

In Hungary, the whole-school public education system of education for 
sustainability is the Eco-school Programme, launched in 2000 as a network of 40 
pilot schools. Their work is also based on the school development programme of 
the ENSI international network, targeted at a whole-school, whole-institutional 
environmental education and education for sustainability, that is, the implementation 
of the value system of sustainability in tasks related to education, operation, 

Attila Varga – Réka Köczey – Erika Saly: An evaluation of the Hungarian Eco-schools – the monitoring 
approach. In. Anikó Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): School, development, equity. Budapest: HIERD, pp. 37–52.
1 Environment and School Initiatives, ENSI, www.ensi.org

http://www.ensi.org
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communication and professional relations. Since 2005, the ministries responsible 
for education and environmental protection – in recognition of the network’s 
achievement – have supported the case of education for sustainability within the 
Hungarian school system with the operation of the system of the Eco-school Title, 
that is, with annual calls for applications for the title and with professional network 
development. In 2016, the Eco-school Network had almost 900 members, after 
one-fourth of all Hungarian schools applied for (voluntarily) and received the Eco-
school Title. The title is granted jointly by the ministries responsible for education 
and environmental protection. The application is based on self-assessment; schools 
give an account of their own systemic work performed in the field of education for 
sustainability in eight fields. The system of criteria for eco-schools guarantees that 
an average Hungarian school – provided that it takes its environmental education 
obligations seriously and performs the activities it specified in its own application 
documents – can keep the title without major financial investment.

Schools can apply for the Eco-school Title every year (HIERD 2016). Currently, 
more than 900 institutions (the majority of which are primary schools, some are 
institutions of art education and dormitories, one-fourth of them are secondary 
schools and vocational schools) proudly bear the Eco-school Title or the Eternal 
Eco-school Title in every region of Hungary. Approximately a quarter of the pupils 
study in such schools. Of all primary schools 24%, and of all vocational secondary 
schools, 27% are holders of the title. In the national programme, the rate of 
participant grammar schools is smaller: only 15% of them hold the Eco-school Title. 

The follow-up of the operation of eco-schools is performed within a two-level 
monitoring system. At the first level, all eco-schools fill in an online questionnaire 
every year. At the second level, on-site visits are performed with the twofold 
objective of getting a deeper insight into the operation of the most successful eco-
schools and, on the basis of an on-the-spot analysis, offering professional assistance 
to schools that encounter grave problems. The experts of the Hungarian Institute for 
Educational Research and Development (Hungarian abbreviation: OFI) perform on-
site visits in a number of schools depending on the available resources, but at least 
in five schools. On-site visits include an interview with the managers, document 
analysis and an inspection visit to the school. Document analysis and inspection 
visits basically serve monitoring. This is how experts check if the school formally 
meets the commitments it made in its own eco-school application. Interviews with 
the managers give information on the state of play of the work of the eco-school, 
including results achieved and the difficulties encountered. Therefore, our study is 
limited to the presentation of the key conclusions of the interviews. 

Signals of the monitoring system serve as a starting point for the compilation of 
national and regional summaries (e.g. Varga et al, 2011) that are used for planning 
the developments of the subsequent years. Experience gained at on-site visits is used 
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for the purpose of giving the individual schools customized feedback and proposals 
for development. If necessary, the ministries that grant the Eco-school Title may 
withdraw it. Our study – relying on, among others, the experience gained in the 
previous years – presents the results of the monitoring of eco-schools in 2014–2016 
and makes an attempt to identify new trends.

METHODOLOGY

QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEY

On the basis of the publicly available lists of the application decisions and the public 
education database, we compiled a register of schools that currently hold the title 
and defined the number of those schools that did not renew their title. We dealt 
with those institutions that, in the meantime, ceased to exist or were reformed on a 
case by case basis. The online questionnaire survey on eco-schools was performed 
in February 2016 (for the questionnaire, see the Annex).2 The questionnaire was 
sent to those schools exclusively that had been holding the Eco-school or Eternal 
Eco-school Title for at least a year. Schools that won the title in 2015 were excluded 
from the survey. 723 questionnaires were distributed; 455 institutions (member 
institutions, school sites) responded (see Annex). 

Table 1 |  The distribution of eco-schools that responded to the questionnaire survey of 2016 and the 
population, broken down by school type, N and %

All eco-schools Sample

N % N %

Primary schools 565 78% 378 83%

Vocational schools 103 14% 47 10%

Secondary vocational schools 106 15% 51 11%

Secondary grammar schools 91 13% 67 15%

Dormitories 63 9% 31 7%

Basic-level art education 98 14% 61 14%

TOTAL 723 – 455 –

2 Schools could fill in the questionnaire in the period between 9 and 26 February 2016, on the 
webpage of HIERD. 
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268 eco-schools (more than one-third of all did not fill in the questionnaire. If 
the sample is analysed from the conventional perspectives of representativeness, it 
is revealed that the main distributions of the respondents do not differ from those 
of all eco-schools or eternal eco-schools. 

Approximately half (47%) of the sample holds the Eternal Eco-school Title, 
which means that they won their first title in the period between 2005 and 2008, 
and some of them had been a member of the informal eco-school network from 
2000 to 2005 as well. 49% of the institutions were granted their first Eco-school 
Title before 2010. Only 16% of the respondents are new title holders (that is, were 
granted the title in 2014). 

We measured the (conventionally defined) success of eco-schools with the 2015 
data of Hungary’s National Assessment of Competencies.

RESULTS AND ASSESSMENT

SUCCESS AT SCHOOL

A comparison of the family status and competence test results of children 
attending eco-schools and those of children studying in non-eco-schools reveals an 
unexpected picture. Typically, those schools win the eco-school title where children 
come from a more favourable family background and perform well at school (Table 
2). A possible reason for getting the title is that the title is awarded in recognition 
of a well-functioning subsystem of well-functioning schools. This means that, on 
the one hand, the Eco-school Title (unintentionally) has become a feature that 
indicates the quality of a school and, on the other hand, with regard to schools that 
educate children from a less favourable family background Hungarian education 
development has still a long way to go, among others, in the field of environmental 
education and eco-school work. 

As evidenced by the questionnaires, only 5% of the institutions have been involved 
in environmental education for more than 25 years. 16% and 25% of the institutions 
entered the field in the 1990s and in the first half of the 2000s, respectively. In the 
sample, the largest rate (36%) of schools embedded the concept of environmental 
education in their pedagogical programme in the second half of the 2000s. The 
remaining respondents (making up approximately one-fifth on the sample) has 
become active in the field in the last five years. 
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Table 2 |  The competency assessment results (mathematics and reading) and family background 
indices3 of 10th-graders (based on the 2015 competency assessment results) A comparison 
of the results of eco-schools and non-eco-schools with the two-sample t-test. 

Number 
of elements Mean results Significance 

of the difference

Mean skills scores of the pupils 
of the school site (mathematics)

Non-eco-school 2,235 1,587.13
p<0.000

Eco-schools 495 1,630.19

Mean skills scores of pupils of the 
school site (reading)

Non-eco-school 2,235 1,532.65
p<0.000

Eco-schools 495 1,578.52

Mean family background index 
of pupils of the school site

Non-eco-school 1,431 –0,19
p<0.001

Eco-schools 335 0,07

THE DATE OF LAUNCHING ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION

Environmental education was introduced in Hungary in the late 1970s, in the form 
of fragmented voluntary initiatives. After the democratic transition, environmental 
education started to develop rapidly. Since 1997, the National Core Curriculum 
(NCC) has regarded environmental education as an obligatory task; from 2004 to 
2012 schools were obliged to plan a separate environmental education school plan as 
well. In the meantime, content elements of environmental education were gradually 
incorporated in curricula and educational documents, and several methodological 
developments were introduced to assist teachers’ work. The significance of the 
establishment of the Eco-school Network is illustrated vividly by the fact that 
one-fourth of the respondents stated that their school had started to perform its 
environmental education activity when it had been awarded the Eco-school Title 
for the first time. This means that, for many schools, the acquisition of the Eco-
school Title – or, more precisely, the self-evaluation and the preparation of a work 
plan – improved the awareness and/or quality of environmental education activity 
to such a degree that the respondents, most probably, felt that their institution had 
not performed environmental education activity before that – regardless the fact 
that the NCC of 1995 already specified the common requirement of environmental 
education (NCC, 1995) and that from 2004 onwards all schools were obliged 
to compile their own environmental education programme as a part of their 
pedagogical programme (Czippán et al, 2004). 

3 The family background index is an index with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1, calculated 
on the basis of the qualification and employment status of the child’s parents and the material 
possessions of their home. This means that the socio-economic status of pupils with a negative 
index is lower than the average, while those with a positive index enjoy a higher-than-average 
status.
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TRENDS IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION

Respondents could choose from nine trend types to illustrate how they perceive the 
changes in the quality of environmental education activities that had occurred in 
their school since the Eco-school Title had first been awarded to it. The percentage 
distribution of the responses is indicated by Figure 1. 

Figure 1 |  The distribution of responses to the following question: Please select the figure which, 
in your opinion, gives the best overall representation of the change that has occurred in 
your institution’s environmental education activity since the first award of the Eco-
school Title. 

Trend 1: 8% Trend 2: 6% Trend 3: 45%

Trend 4: 2% Trend 5: 0% Trend 6: 1%

Trend 7: 1% Trend 8: 37% Trend 9: 1%

As evidenced by the responses, there are at least 200 Hungarian schools where 
teachers feel that the quality of environmental education has been continuously 
improving since the school won the title (Trend 3). Obviously, these data do not 
make it possible to draw conclusions on cause-and-effect relationships. Based on 
the data, we cannot conclude decisively that the award of the title contributed to 
the development; still, the fact that in almost 170 schools a spectacular development 
was perceived (Trend 8) makes a cause-and-effect relationship between the award 
of the title and the development of the environmental education activity of schools 
more probable. It is to be noted that since the monitoring controls were introduced 
ten years ago the response rates have basically exhibited the same pattern, which 
means that in eco-schools the perception of development may remain stable even 
for decades (see Kézy and Varga, 2007). 

Nevertheless, this was the first time in the history of monitoring controls that 
some eco-schools had indicated trends of reduced quality for the time being (1% for 
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Trend 7 and 1% for Trend 9). There are at least 10 eco-schools in Hungary where a 
decline is perceived in the quality of environmental education. This is certainly a 
warning; therefore, it is worth examining the reasons why the Eco-school Title and 
membership in the Eco-school Network do not make schools resistant to factors 
that cause deterioration in their environmental education. None of the respondents 
reported continuous decline (Trend 5). Further analysis is required to establish 
whether such declines (either one-off or recurring with low frequency) form a new 
trend or are attributable to one-off shocks, such change of leadership or the leaving 
of the teacher managing eco-school work. If this proves to be true, better and more 
targeted professional assistance needs to be granted to the Eco-school Network in 
that field. Further research needs to pay special attention to the identification of the 
reasons for the trends of decline. 

ATTITUDE

A whole-school approach to the eco-school programme will be complete only if 
it is supported by all the stakeholder groups within the school. As shown by the 
questionnaire results, school managers think that every group involved have this 
type of supporting attitude, albeit to various degrees4. It is the teachers who have 
the most positive attitude: 77% of them welcome the introduction of the eco-school 
programme (Figure 2). 20% of the teaching staff members accept the programme, 
while 4% of them has an ambivalent attitude. As reported by the respondent teachers, 
a similar rate of parents, pupils and non-teaching employees of the schools support 
the programme: 68–71% of them are perceived to be happy with eco-schooling. 
Respondents think that an attitude of “passive acceptance” is more characteristic 
of parents and non-teaching staff (25–27%) than of teachers and pupils and, 
quite naturally, the responses given about the former groups are more likely to be 
uncertain. In two-thirds of respondent institutions, the maintainer exhibit a clear 
positive attitude to the eco-school programme, while approximately 20% have a 
neutral or ambivalent approach. 15% of the respondents could not or would not 
answer this question. 

4  Questions: In your opinion, how does the maintainer of your school perceive the institutional 
operation of the eco-school programme? In your opinion, what percentage of the pupils think of 
the institutional operation of the eco-school programme in the following ways? In your opinion, 
what percentage of the parents think of the institutional operation of the eco-school programme 
in the following ways? In your opinion, what percentage of the non-teaching employees of your 
school think of the institutional operation of the eco-school programme in the following ways? 
Answers on a five-degree scale: 5= welcome it, 1= are against it, and do not know.
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Figure 2 |  In your opinion, what percentage of the teachers in the teaching staff think of the 
institutional introduction of the eco-school programme in the following ways? 

Welcome it

1%1%

17%

77%

4%

Accept it Both Disagree Is against it

A key conclusion of the analysis of the attitude results of the various stakeholder 
groups is that the overall attitude is positive: there is no sign of a downright hostile 
attitude or disagreement in any of the groups. Obviously, this finding may be 
attributed to the distortion of the responses of school managers, as nowadays it is 
not acceptable to question the importance of environmental issues. Yet, hopefully, 
this positive picture may also be due to the fact that eco-school work may establish 
a system of joint objectives and activities for schools, where all stakeholders can find 
their own place. 

INVOLVEMENT

In almost three-fourths of the respondent institutions, at least three-fourths of pupils 
and teachers participated in the implementation of the eco-school programme. In 
another 21–23% of the institutions this rate is between 50% and 75%. Non-teaching 
employees (all of them or almost all of them) are involved in the implementation 
of the programme in less than a half of the schools. The lowest rate of involvement 
is detected among the parents: in one-fourth of the institutions maximum 25% of 
the parents were involved, while in another one-third the rate was maximum 50%. 
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A further analysis of parent participation in eco-school programmes indicates that 
the rate of vocational secondary schools that report a lack of parent participation is 
particularly high (see Table 3).

Table 3 |  To what degree did parents take part in the implementation of the eco-school programme 
of your school? – persons giving substantive responses, broken down by school type 

Involvement of parents in the programmes: 0–25% 26–50% 51–75% 76–100%

Primary schools 16% 34% 38% 12%

Vocational schools 55% 13% 19% 13%

Secondary vocational schools 63% 16% 14% 8%

Secondary grammar schools 39% 22% 30% 9%

It is worth comparing these data with the data collected 10 years ago (Kézy and 
Varga, 2007), when only 144 schools held the Eco-school Title. As clearly shown 
by Figure 3, while more and more schools have joined the Eco-school Network in 
the last ten years, new member institutions managed to actively involve a growing 
number of people participating in school life in the implementation of their eco-
school programme.

Figure 3 |  To what extent did the following stakeholders take part in the implementation of the eco-
school programme of your school? – % of persons giving substantive responses

Pupils 2006

Pupils 2016

Teachers 2006

Teachers 2016

Non-teaching employees 2006

Non-teaching employees 2016

Parents 2006

Parents 2016

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

0–25% 26–50% 51–75% 76–100%
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF ECO-SCHOOL WORK

The questionnaire included a question about the areas where schools have managed to 
make progress since the previous year. More than four-fifths of the institutions reported 
progress in at least one area; approximately two-thirds reported progress in the field of 
pedagogical work (e.g. environmental considerations were introduced in the education 
of various subjects). Two-thirds indicated progress in the field of cooperation with 
external partners. More than half of the respondents said that the communication of 
the school had improved since the previous year and that they had managed to improve 
the image and the special features of their school. As for local communities and their 
direct connection with the school, and the operation of the institution, almost half of 
the schools have experienced a favourable change in the last year. About a half (44%) 
of the respondents reported that the conditions for environmentally friendly operation 
had improved in some way in their school. This may refer to the extension of separate 
waste collection or the environmentally sensitive complete renovation of a building. 
Understandably, basic documents and organizational conditions have remained 
mostly unchanged in the last 12 months. Characteristically, only a small minority of 
eco-schools reported a decline in any group of criteria. Again, the above data illustrate 
the complex nature of the work of eco-schools, and provide a new explanation why 
the activity of an eco-school should be managed by a bigger group of employees rather 
than by one person. However, the fact that in the last year schools have made the least 
progress in the modification of organizational conditions shows that much time and 
conscious organizational development are needed to introduce the organizational 
changes required for the establishment of shared leadership. 

Figure 4 |  In your opinion, has the perception of your school changed since the award of the Eternal 
Eco-school Title? If so, what are those changes? - persons giving substantive responses in 
the category of eternal eco-schools

8%

11%

40%

41%

No change

The school became more recognized

The enrolment strategies improved

Environmental awareness and the
ins�tu�on’s orderliness improved
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PROBLEMS WITH THE ECO-SCHOOL PROGRAMME

In the questionnaire, we asked eco-schools about the problems they have 
encountered during their eco-school work in the last year. In their answers, 
only 30% of all respondents mentioned at least one problem. 60% of all received 
responses referred to a lack of financial resources and – as a closely related issue – 
problems with the procurement of pedagogic material. The second most frequently 
cited problem (26%) was the fact that teachers and pupils are overloaded. The third 
one (14%) concerned problems with separate waste collection that mainly occurred 
as a result of changes in the system of municipal waste collection. In the last year, 
10% of the respondents have experienced moral and financial support given by the 
operator. 7% felt that they could not manage the institution independently either 
in the field of procurements or employment, which made the environmentally 
friendly operation of eco-schools more difficult. Most probably, the fact that 5% of 
the institutions report problems with motivation (primarily, a decline in teachers’ 
motivation) is related to the problem discussed above. 

CONCLUSIONS

The key result of eco-school monitoring is that schools perceive their eco-school 
quality as an unbroken professional progress. In the last decade, the Eco-school 
Title has become an attractive brand that inspires more and more schools to 
embed their environmental education activities (and their educational work as a 
whole) in a single system. Today, one-fourth of all schools qualify as eco-schools. 
A principle of eco-schools is that any Hungarian school is able to meet the relevant 
criteria, which is reflected in the application system. However, data also show that 
the supporting system cannot always keep pace with the extension of the network, 
which raises questions about the reasonability of the further growth of the network. 
If professional support declines or stagnates, the quality of the network may easily 
deteriorate and existing professional achievements may be eroded. Beside the 
extension of the network, another possible step forward is that being an eco-school 
is gradually transformed from a voluntary commitment to a requirement for all 
Hungarian schools. To achieve this, the systems established to offer professional 
support to the Eco-school Network (in-service trainings, educational programme, 
expert support, pedagogical materials, supporting the implementation of special 
forms of learning organization) must be available to all Hungarian schools. In other 
words, the system that supports schools to achieve the level of eco-schools needs to 
be incorporated into a system of counselling. The existing professional background 
of the Eco-school Network is capable of preparing as many eco-school advisors 
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and educating as many eco-school coordinators as required to ensure that, in the 
medium term, all schools of the Hungarian public education system become eco-
schools. 

This solution could provide valuable assistance in addressing those factors that 
endanger the future of whole-institution education for sustainability (such as the 
overload on teachers, a loss of motivation, apathy and burn-out). At the same time, 
it must be noted that without a modification of the educational system as a whole 
the supporting system of eco-schools in itself will not be able to counterbalance 
the other two major risks, namely, limited financial resources and the overload on 
pupils. We can only call attention to the fact that addressing these problems may 
greatly contribute to the development of whole-institution environmental education 
and education for sustainability. 

The conclusion of our study is intended – besides giving information on systemic 
results – to point out the significance of the individual level. A clear and joint 
conclusion of studies that examined the effectiveness of the educational systems 
over the last ten years (e.g. McKinsey, 2007, OECD, 2005) is that the effectiveness of 
education is defined by, above all, the quality of teachers’ work. Those educational 
systems prove to be successful where the most capable young persons are attracted to 
the teaching profession, where their professional progress is ensured and where they 
are retained in the profession. In the course of our monitoring visits to eco-schools, 
we experienced a specific manifestation of this principle of educational research. 
We found that in Eternal Eco-schools the unbroken pedagogical renewal that is 
characteristic of holders of the Eco-school Title is invariably backed by one or more 
dedicated teachers who train themselves far beyond the requirements specified by 
the educational system, organize programmes and operate the eco-school life of 
their institution. Seemingly, in those institutions that failed to establish this type of 
support (based on personal excellence and effort) for its eco-school activity, the Eco-
school Title in itself is not capable of introducing changes. In such cases, stagnation 
or decline may occur, which, in the end, may lead to the loss of the title. 
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ANNEX QUESTIONNAIRE FOR ECO-SCHOOLS, 2016

Data of the school, Number of teachers, Number of non-teaching employees, The year when the 
first Eternal Eco-school Title was awarded; the year when the first Eco-school Title was awarded

The year of the launch of eco-school/environmental education activity

Select the figure which, in your opinion, gives 
the best overall representation of the change that 
has occurred in your institution’s environmental 
education activity since the first award of the 
Eco-school Title. The figure that gives the best 
representation:

In your opinion, what percentage of the teachers 
in the teaching staff think of the institutional 
introduction of the eco-school programme in the 
following ways?

five-point scale (% welcome it... % are against 
it), does not know

In your opinion, how does the maintainer of your 
school perceive the institutional operation of the 
eco-school programme?

five-point scale (welcomes it... is against it), 
does not know

In your opinion, what percentage of the pupils 
think of the institutional operation of the eco-
school programme in the following ways?

five-point scale (% welcome it... % are against 
it), they are not aware of it (y/n), does not know

In your opinion, what percentage of the parents 
think of the institutional operation of the eco-
school programme in the following ways?

five-point scale (% welcome it... % are against 
it), they are not aware of it (y/n), does not know

In your opinion, what percentage of the non-
teaching employees of your school think of 
the institutional operation of the eco-school 
programme in the following ways?

five-point scale (% welcome it... % are against 
it), they are not aware of it (y/n), does not know

To what degree do the following stakeholders 
take part in the implementation of the eco-school 
programme of your school?

Pupils / Teachers / Non-teaching employees / 
Parents (for all: quartiles)

Is there an organization or 
a person in your school who 
coordinates the eco-school 
work of the school?

Eco-school working group, Eco-school working community, 
Eco-school coordinator, It is a task of one of the deputy directors, 
No, there isn’t, The coordination of eco-school tasks is performed 
directly by the school management, Other (in this case, 
respondents formulate their own answer)

If there is an eco-school 
working group/working 
community, who are its 
members?

ISCED 1 teacher, science teacher, humanities teacher, physical 
education teacher, arts teacher (drawing, singing, drama, folk 
dance...), technical/administrative employee, librarian/organizer 
of free time, director/deputy director
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Has any member of the teaching staff 
participated in eco-school coordinator or 
manager training in the last year?

(If:) Yes, a total of...

(If so:) What is their field of expertise? ISCED 1 teacher, science teacher, humanities teacher, 
physical education teacher, arts teacher (drawing, 
singing, drama, folk dance...), technical/administrative 
employee, director/deputy director

Do you find the Eco-school Newsletter useful?

How many events or programmes have your institution attended (e.g. participated in a 
competition, tried a module) in the last year as a result of the Newsletter?

Specify the results your school have achieved 
in the fields of each group of eco-school criteria 
(compared to the previous year).

three-point scale (improvement... decline) 
and separately for the categories below: Basic 
documents, Organizational conditions, 
Pedagogical work, Operation of the institution, 
Communication, Cooperation, Local 
community and immediate environment, The 
image and special features of the institution, 
Commitments

Please give a short description of the key achievements (improvements) of the last year.

Please give a short description of the key problems (decline) of the last year.

Since the award 
of the Eternal 
Eco-school title, have 
there been changes in 
the following fields:

three-point scale (increased... decreased) and “I don’t know”, separately for 
the categories below:
–  the number of teaching staff meetings/agenda items related to the issue 

of eco-schools. 
–  the number of working community/group meetings related to the issue 

of eco-schools.
–  the number of in-service trainings related to the issue of eco-schools. 
–  the number of demonstration classes related to the issue of eco-schools.
–  the number of exchanges of professional experience, class observations 

related to the issue of eco-schools. 
–  the number of class visits by pedagogical consultants.
–  the number of the members of the Eco-school Working Group.
–  the number/type of the programmes determined by eco-school annual 

working plan(s).
–  the number of school-level public activities or programmes (e.g. projects, 

exhibitions, movies).
–  the number of school-level internal activities or programmes (e.g. field 

studies, thematic days, thematic weeks, forest schools).
–  the quality of eco-school activities.
–  the quality of cooperation and relationship with NGOs or professional 

(pedagogical) organizations.
–  the number of contacts established with the other educational 

institutions of the municipality.

In your opinion, what have been the major achievements in the life of your institution in this field 
since the award of the Eternal Eco-school Title? Specify at least three of them.
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What have you done to ensure that after the award of the Eternal Eco-school Title the 
environment of the school is informed about it?

In your opinion, has the perception of your school changed since the award of the Eternal Eco-
school Title? If yes, what are those changes?

Is there regularly updated information on eco-school activity on the webpage of your school?

Does the webpage of your school contain a clickable eco-school logo that directs the viewer to the 
HIERD page about eco-schools?

In your opinion, is there a lack of knowledge or information that affects your organization as a 
whole and that would be necessary for your institution to upkeep the programme successfully? If 
there is, please specify.

What support would you need to ensure that you can upkeep the programme successfully and can 
implement the work plan?

What specific support would you be happy to receive from other organizations to ensure you can 
upkeep the programme successfully and can implement the work plan?

In your opinion, what are those factors that pose a risk of obsolescence or termination to your 
eco-school programme? If there are such factors, please specify the two most important ones.
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School Community Service as perceived by 
students in grades 9 and 12

INTRODUCTION

Service-learning is aimed at developing social skills of students participating in 
secondary education providing a secondary school leaving certificate (Uzsalyné, 
2015). The specific goals of the programme can be highly diverse depending on 
the school’s profile and image. This transpired from a survey conducted by the 
Hungarian Educational Authority in 2017, where the teachers of the 119 respondent 
institutions placed the goals of the School Community Service (SCS) programme 
on a wide scale from career guidance through personality development to education 
to work. The Institute for Educational Research and Development (HIERD) of 
Eszterházy Károly University (EKU) has supported and coordinated SCS since its 
introduction in 2011. It is important that besides extending professional support, 
the Institute helps explore the efficiency of the SCS programme through research 
projects (Bodó, 2014; Bodó, Molnár and Uzsalyiné, 2015; Bodó, 2016).1

Precious few international research data are available about the effectiveness 
of mandatory community service on subsequent volunteerism. According to the 
findings of a comprehensive nationwide survey in Canada conducted in 2007 (Pancer 
et al., 2007), university students who had participated in mandatory programmes in 
high school were more willing to be involved in voluntary work compared to those 
who had not (51% as opposed to 43%). Conversely, according to the Hungarian 
survey of secondary school students, in the combined groups of those responding 
positively and those who are uncertain (63.9%), volunteering seems to have a greater 
support. To turn this group activity can be a goal for the future.

Márton Bodó – Valéria Markos – József Mézes – Tünde Sárosi – Mihály Szalóki: School Community 
Service as perceived by students in grades 9 and 12. In. Anikó Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): School, development, 
equity. Budapest: HIERD, pp. 53–64.
1 A more extensive form of this paper will be published in Hungarian Új Pedagógiai Szemle . 67., No. 

9–10., pp 41–71.
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No survey of students had been conducted in Hungary since the practical 
introduction of school community service in 2012. Our project attempts to fill 
the gap. Students of grades 9 and 12 (the latter being the school leaving grade) 
were invited to reply our questions about community service by means of a self-
admission-based online questionnaire administered in the second semester of the 
2016/17 academic year. The Grade 9 questionnaire was fully completed by 2126 out 
of 5663 students, and the Grade 12 questionnaire was completed by 1424 out of 
3274 students. Weighted databases were created with identical sample sizes based 
on the completed questionnaires of each of the two grades with populations that 
were representative nationwide in terms of sex and school type. 

Volunteering has different traditions internationally, and it is not so strongly 
embedded in some countries as in the Anglo-Saxon world. In Hungarian society, 
the tradition of communism – often required – voluntary work known as ‘social 
work’ (‘társadalmi munka’ in Hungarian) is much stronger, which may help the 
introduction of the programme but is of little use when it comes to interpreting 
its educational aspect. According to the research conducted by Hajnalka Fényes 
in 2015, “a growing rate of university students is involved in volunteering but 
their numbers are still relatively small (6-7% is involved in voluntary work on a 
regular basis and 20% occasionally).” They tend to favour new types of volunteering 
(meaningful leisure activities, gaining experience, activities that can go on their 
CV); however, for many of them these benefits go hand in hand with a value-based 
intention to help. Volunteering plays an important role in networking, which is in 
line with the trends highlighted by international research.

REFLECTION ON SCS EXPERIENCES  
FROM THE STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVE
All of the international surveys point out that the conclusion of community service 
and reflection on the activities performed are key components of the programme 
and greatly contributes to students’ perception of their community work as a useful 
contribution (Celio, Durlack, Dymnicki 2011).

Based on the replies to the online questionnaire, schools can go a long way to 
strengthen this area. Most of the 1424 school-leaving respondents (31%) received no 
feedback whatsoever on their service. The rate is approximately the same as the rate 
of students who received no help at all. Reflection can be considered crucial for the 
processing of experiences. 

Approximately a quarter (26%) of the students reported on their 50-hour service 
in the context of a general discussion, which often took place in the weekly class 
designated to the head master. Seventeen percent had oral personal feedback, and 
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4% each received written feedback or processed their experiences at case discussion 
sessions. Six percent reported that the school staged a closing evaluation. These 
figures indicate that a quarter of the students had an opportunity to reflect on their 
experience in the school, in a substantive fashion organised by the school. The 
findings of the questionnaire regarding preparation and reflection are similar to 
those of the technical inspection by the Educational Authority carried out in 2017. 

Figure 1 |  School-leavers’ questionnaire: “What feedback did you have at school about the 
community service?” (n=1424)
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Source: EKU HIERD 2017

The results are also more positive regarding feedback from host institutions. 
Altogether 47% of the students received oral feedback and evaluation at the end 
of their service (in the form of a case discussion, closing meeting, or personal oral 
feedback). On the negative side, 16% of the students completed their SCS without 
any kind of reflection or feedback at all from the host institution. In the opinion of 
53.3% of the students, the absence of reflection on their experiences did not hinder 
their activity at the host institution: 47.2% of male and 59.2% of female respondents 
reported this. On the other hand, 4.7% of the students felt they had significant 
difficulties due to a lack of reflection 6% of boys and 3.5% of girls). 
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The diagram in Figure 2 presenting the frequency of reflexive discussions 
highlights the shortcomings of closure. As can be seen, almost half of the students 
(45%) never participated in reflection sessions or discussions, and another 32% rarely 
shared their experiences. It is to be noted that there are other ways of processing 
experience but the most widespread method is oral reflections in groups. These 
findings are in contradiction to the statement of most students whereby they did 
not feel that the lack of reflection was a problem. This could be because students are 
not aware of the real aim of the School Community Service and don’t know when 
the programme can really be considered successful. 

Figure 2 | School-leavers’ questionnaire: Frequency of reflection sessions (N=1417)
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Source: EKU HIERD 2017

In the absence of appropriate preparation the students are unclear about the actual 
goals of SCS. It is fortunate that a large number of the host institutions consider working 
with students to be an educational task. Lacking in human capacities, schools find it 
hard to spend time and effort on these parts of the programme (Bodó, 2016). 

International research and best practices show that preparation and reflection 
are inseparable components of a successful programme (Celio, Durlak, Dymnicki, 
2011); therefore, in addition to students, teachers, coordinators and host institution 
coordinators and mentors should also be prepared professionally for tasks awaiting 
them. Efficient collaboration of heads of institutions, teachers and parents, 
coordinators, hosts and students is paramount in a programme of this kind. This 
requires the socialisation of the programme besides professional preparation. 
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2.  THE GOALS OF COMMUNITY SERVICE FROM THE 
STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVE 

The goal of community service, also known as service-learning in the literature 
(Sigmon, 1994) is to enhance social and civic awareness and participation as well as 
social sensitisation of young people (Astin, Sax, 1998; Mabry, 1998), and to educate 
them to volunteering. Community service provides an opportunity for young 
people who have not had direct contacts with disadvantaged persons and members 
of other social groups to become aware of a desire to help. 

Based on the Hungarian experience, we supposed that students were not really 
clear about the actual goal of community service. We asked the school leaving 
respondents to select from a list of ten the three goals they considered to be the main 
mission of community service, and to frank them by priority.

Figure 3 |  First ranked goals of community service as perceived by 12th-grader respondents 
(n=1424 )
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Figure 3 shows that students see entry into the labour market and familiarisation 
with the world of work to be the main goal of community service (17.5%). This is 
followed by an altruistic view: helping those who need it (16.2%). A large proportion 
of the respondent population ranked shared experience (11.3%) and development of 
self-awareness (11.6%) as the main goal. Only a few percent of students considered 
preparation for adulthood, promotion of community building, career guidance, 
alleviating discrimination and building relations with other generations as possible 
community service goals. 

On the whole, it would seem necessary to give students more accurate information 
on the goals and benefits of community service. The dominant motivation for 
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students is gaining experience and less weight is given to a value-based approach. 
In-depth familiarisation with the goals would promote better tailored choices, 
thereby enhancing motivation and contributing to more positive attitudes regarding 
community service. 

9th AND 12th-GRADERS’ ATTITUDE TO SCS 

We had formulated the following hypothesis: “the majority of students have a 
positive attitude and are looking forward to SCS before they start the programme.”

Our hypothesis was underpinned by the findings of the 9th-graders’ questionnaire. 
The replies clearly indicate that students are thinking about community service as 
77% discuss it with their parents and 59% with their class mates before they even 
start. It is very positive that the 2017 survey found an increase in the rate of discussion 
within the family compared to the previous year, and discussing community service 
with class mates also increased considerably. There are fewer and fewer families 
where SCS is not talked about, so very few students enter secondary education 
without at least some idea about it. 

The online questionnaire addressed the question whether students talked with 
their parents and brothers or sisters about the school community service. Among 
the Budapest respondents 23.8% said they shared their thoughts with their parents, 
who thought the mandatory service was an important initiative. These replies 
highlight the fact that the more adequate assistance students receive the more they 
share their experience within their environment. Their positive experience makes 
a favourable impression on those surrounding them, and shapes their opinion in a 
positive direction. 

In both years surveyed, somewhat more than two-thirds of the 9th-grader 
respondents replied you could learn a lot form community service (70% and 78% 
respectively). Positive expectations were reported by 67% in their reply to the 
question “What is your attitude to community service?” Only 18% stated they had 
not heard of the programme.

Students’ preliminary interest is supported by the fact that 77-78% said they had a 
precise idea of which area they wanted to discharge their 50-hour community service 
duties. This indicates that the majority of students look upon this extracurricular 
obligation with interest rather than a nuisance. Admittedly, the questionnaire could 
not explore what they discussed in the family and among their peers about this 
topic and how – this would require a survey based on interviews.

In the light of the above, it is interesting to examine how useful students think 
the community service activity would be for them. In 2016, 43% thought it would 
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be very useful, 51% expected it would be somewhat useful, and 6% thought it would 
not be useful at all. 

When asked to what extent community service had met their expectations, 29.3% 
of the secondary school-leaving boys and 22.6% of the girls replied it had been far 
below their expectations. Only 14% of the boys and 15.4% of the girls reported their 
experience had fully met their expectations.

Students’ interest should be converted to keenness and effective action. This is 
not an easy task – in fact it is a major challenge. Why students seriously looking 
forward to SCS thought it would not be useful is something that deserves some 
consideration. 

The questionnaires of the 9th-graders indicated that students tend to discuss SCS 
among themselves before they start it. Unfortunately, discussions do not continue 
throughout the service, as revealed by the 2017 monitoring experience. No tradition 
has been established to share “good examples”, good practices or just experience. 
Obviously this also explains why students don’t expect or see the usefulness of 
SCS. The findings of the monitoring survey confirmed that where schools and 
host institutions regarded SCS as an educational process and pay attention to 
preparation and reflection larger numbers of students look upon their SCS as a 
positive experience of real value. Dissemination of knowledge by these students in 
the form of sharing experience and reporting on their service could be the method 
promoting a positive image about the usefulness of SCS as an educational process.

In the questionnaire designed for school leavers we sought to find out what 
impressions and experiences students gained during the four years available to 
discharge the service. Respondents had to rate the usefulness and enjoyable nature 
of the programme. The findings deserve some thoughts: 47% of the respondents 
considered what they had done useful but sadly, 30% thought it was almost useless. 
It is common knowledge that experience is most useful if the activity leading to is 
enjoyable. Unfortunately, the answers reveal that 30% found the service an enjoyable 
experience and another 30% did not, and thought SCS was uninteresting. 

STUDENTS’ TERMINOLOGY REFERRING TO SCS

A special question addressed the terms students use to denote SCS among 
themselves: “What do you call community service when you are talking among 
yourselves at school?”

The replies show that 2.2% call SCS a waste of time, 5% use offensive, pejorative 
adjectives; 8.1% call it compulsory, forced labour or lager; 23.4% public work; 6.3% 
call it free work or voluntary work; 3.9% named it student work, job or simply work; 
5.5% call it fifty hours; 29.5% think of it as community service or community work; 
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and 15.7% refused to answer. Girls put community service as their first choice (258) 
but also a large number called it public work (196). The third most favoured term, 
lagging far behind, was volunteering. Boys chose the same top two terms, but the 
third most frequent term used by boys was compulsory, forced labour or lager.

Figure 4 | Terms students use for SCS among themselves, grade 12 (n=1424) 
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Source: EKU HIERD 2017

As regards the terms used by schools, 29.8% apply the expression school 
community service, 24.4% use public work, and 8.9% call it compulsory or forced 
labour. As for Church schools, 30.1% call it community service, 15.7% public work, 
and 8% free work or voluntary work. Foundation operated schools respondents 
termed it public work, and less call it community service. Community work or 
community service are used by 30.9% of grammar schools, followed by public work 
used by 22.9%, then compulsory, far behind, by 85%. Vocational grammar schools 
use the term community service most frequently (29.9%) followed by public work 
(24.4%) and compulsory (7.9%). Vocational secondary schools use public work most 
frequently.

If compulsory and other pejorative labels are added to public work, the proportion 
of users of these negative terms exceed the proportion of those who use community 
service, which is approximately one-third in most groups. Radical changes are 
needed in this area. 
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OUTCOMES OF SCS 

The aim of community service is to achieve that only those students should leave 
secondary school as “mature” that are prepared to do something for their community 
and are aware of the social reality around them. 

 As regards skills development, the answer occurring in the largest proportion 
was development of communication skills (19%). My skills to cooperate with others 
have strengthened, and I pay more attention to others came second and third, with 
10% and 9% respectively, i.e. these two skills combined achieved the same rate as the 
development of communication skills. Taking these three most preferred answers, 
it can be stated that a large proportion of students experienced the personality 
changes that are in line with the original intent of community service, as witnessed 
by these replies.

Cross tabulation where replies to open questions were coded positive opinion, 
negative opinion, opinion formulating a problem, and opinion containing both 
positive and negative elements revealed 48.4% students reporting an unequivocally 
positive and 31.7% a negative opinion. Problems were raised by 11.7%, and 8.3% 
included both positive and negative elements in their answers. Looking at rates by 
sex, boys describing a positive opinion contributed 44.7%, and over half, 51.8% of 
girls were of a similar opinion. As regards the opposite end, 36.7% of boys expressed 
a negative opinion compared to 26.9% girls. This indicates that young ladies “dig” 
community service more than young gentlemen. 

Table 1 |  Answers of 12th-graders to an open question: Please evaluate community service in a few 
sentences. (n=1269)

Institutions by operator

State Church Foundation

Positive opinion, numbers 
and percentages

474
47.5%

123
58.3%

25
41.0%

Negative opinion, numbers 
and percentages

313
31.4%

60
28.4%

26
42.6%

Problem raising opinion, numbers 
and percentages

129
12.9%

12
5.7%

4
6.6%

Positive and negative elements 
in the opinion, numbers and percentages

81
8,1%

16
7,6%

6
9,8%

Total: 997
78.6%

211
16.6%

61
4.8%

Source: EKU HIERD 2017
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Even more significant is the difference in positive and negative opinions in terms 
of breakdown by school operator. In state schools the averages are 47.5 % and 31.4% 
respectively, while in foundation schools are more negative with 41% as opposed 
to 42.6%, and students in Church operated schools had a clearly positive opinion 
on community service, with 58.3% as opposed to 28.4% on the negative side. Many 
Church schools, mainly those operated by the religious orders, have made charity 
work mandatory for students for years. These institutions only needed minimal 
adaptation of their systems to meet the statutory requirements of community 
service. The dominant negative opinion put forth by foundation operated schools 
may be due to a shortage of capacities, uncertain funding, and the extra time spent 
on mentoring students (Bodó, 2016).

 A real positive achievement is that some students continue with the service even 
after they have discharged to mandatory 50 hours, or at least express a willingness 
to engage in similar activities in the future. This was addressed by the question “Do 
you think you will do volunteer work after secondary school?”

 A clear no was the reply of 36, 09%. Unequivocal yes was replied by 18.75%. At a 
glance this may not seem too many but looking at the 45.15% replying perhaps, i.e. 
those who left the option of future volunteering open, the picture is not so bad even 
in international comparison (Handy et al., 2010).

Figure 5 |  12th-graders’ questionnaire: “Do you think you will do volunteering after graduation 
from secondary school?” (n=1424)

Yes No Maybe

Source: EKU HIERD 2017

Looking at the cross tabulation, girls are considerably more inclined to do 
volunteer service compared to boys. The rate of girls answering yes is 59% as 
opposed to 41% boys, and their rate is higher among those who replied perhaps, 
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58% as opposed to 42% boys. Consequently, almost twice as many boys replied no 
than girls, 38% as opposed to 62%.

The rates in the cross tabulations by school operator are the same as in the case of 
the previous question. It is mainly Church school students that are most willing to 
participate in volunteering after their mandatory SCS, and students in foundation 
schools reported the least willingness to be involved in voluntary work after their 
secondary studies.

On the whole, it can be stated that in the case of a large proportion of students the 
basic goals of community service are currently not achieved. Instances of negative 
experience should be diminished. It is important to support schools in areas where 
they perform poorly. In this respect we have a great responsibility.

SUMMARY

The implementation of School Community Service (SCS) presents a mixed picture 
nationwide. The majority of Hungarian students looking forward to community 
service at the beginning of their secondary studies but most of their expectations 
are not met. The majority of SCS programme do not prepare students adequately 
and reflection is also insufficient: schools struggling with human resource problems 
find it hard to spend effort on these important components of the programme. A 
more active preparation and reflection are imperative in the interest of improving 
effectiveness. 

Students have no clear ideas about the goals of the community service 
programme and mainly consider SCS as an opportunity to enter the labour market. 
Their expectations and terminology use don’t reflect the educational goals pf the 
programme. They use haphazard terms for SCS relying on their own impressions, 
although some of the features of the new type of volunteering also appear. 

Students in Church schools rate the programme more positively than state school 
students, and they are the ones who said they would be willing to do volunteering 
in largest numbers. On the whole, 18.75% of students think they will engage in 
voluntary work after graduating from secondary school. Girls are more willing to 
engage in such activities than boys. 

Based on these findings, it is paramount to provide training and information to 
all stakeholders of SCS (students, teachers, parents, and host institutions) so that in 
possession of appropriate knowledge they become more motivated.
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Learning paths in secondary schools

INTRODUCTION

After the change of government in 2010, the educational policy of Hungary made a 
radical shift. The Act of 2011 on public education and higher education introduced 
fundamental changes in education, in terms of control, funding and content 
development alike. The minimum age of children to enter the public education 
system was decreased with the introduction of compulsory kindergarten attendance 
from age 3, while the minimum school-leaving age was reduced from 18 to 16. The 
reform of vocational training is also to be emphasized. The first important step was 
that in 2013 the training period in vocational schools was reduced from 2+2 or 3 
years to 3 years. The educational content underwent major modifications; above 
all, the time dedicated to subjects in cultural domains was reduced. Substantial 
changes occurred in the control of vocational education and training. In an effort 
to promote centralization, all vocational schools joined one of the 44 vocational 
training centres, which previously had been operated by the ministry responsible 
for all institutions of public, but in 2016 started to be operated by the Ministry for 
National Economy. The objective of the reforms was, on the one hand, to improve 
the efficiency of the public educational system, that is, students’ achievement (which 
has not changed since the introduction of the PISA tests in 2000 and the national 
tests in 2001). Another explicit objective was to improve the fairness of the system. 
The reform of the vocational training system was supported by the economic interest 
organizations which pointed out that the educational system needs to better fit the 
demands of the labour market and to qualify more skilled workers than previously. 

This study analyses the changes of pupils’/students’ preferences and the chances 
of admission in secondary education and the way those educational policy attempts 

Anikó Fehérvári – Tamás Híves: Learning paths in secondary schools. In. Anikó Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): 
School, development, equity. Budapest: HIERD, pp. 65–78.
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are implemented which are intended to mitigate the expansion of training and to 
improve fairness.1

The analysis relies on the databases of the Information System on Secondary 
School Entrance Examinations (Hungarian abbreviation: KIFIR), that is, data 
collected regularly on secondary schools entrance examinations. The KIFIR 
information technology system was introduced in Hungary in 2000 in order to 
ensure the administration of secondary entrance exams and to record applications. 
In 2016, a major change was introduced in the terminology of secondary schools. The 
term “grammar (gimnázium in Hungarian) school” remained, while “vocational 
secondary schools” (szakközépiskola) became “vocation grammar schools” 
(szakgimnázium), “vocational schools” (szakiskola) became “vocational secondary 
schools” (szakközépiskola), and “special vocational schools” (speciális szakiskola) 
became “vocational schools” (szakiskola). Our analysis works with long-term time 
series data; therefore, to ensure simplicity and comparability, we decided to use the 
old terminology.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES, OPPORTUNITIES FOR ACCESS

Before dealing with the enrolment data of secondary schools, we need to analyse two 
data series to understand the processes that took place in learning paths after 2000. 
Figure 1 shows the demographic trends between 1990 and 2016. Hungarian public 
education needs to be prepared for a demographic trend of permanent decrease, as 
the younger generations are smaller relative to older generations. It is easy to see 
that the size of the population of 14-year old children (the age group of primary 
importance in terms of enrolment to secondary schools)2 has been continuously 
decreasing since 1990. At the same time, as evidenced by enrolment data, the effects 
of this demographic trend were not detected in secondary education until 2006/2007. 
This is due to the fact secondary education was expanded in both directions with 
the introduction of 6- and 8-grade grammar schools, grade 0 and vocational 
training after the secondary school leaving examination, which kept the age groups 
of decreasing size within education for a longer period of time. Figure 2 confirms 
this fact. The data show the number of pupils in secondary education and the rate of 
individuals of the 15 to 19 age group. It can be established that after the democratic 
transition in Hungary the rate of individuals participating in secondary education 
rose sharply, then in 2011 the growth stopped, and the participation rate of pupils 

1 A more extensive form of this paper will be published in Hungarian EDUCATIO 2017. No.4.
2 Pupils enrol to 6- or 8-grade grammar schools at the age of 10 and 12, respectively. The enrolment 

age for other types of secondary education is 14.
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Figure 1 | The number of 14-year-olds between 1990 and 2016

Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office

Figure 2 |  The number of secondary school students and their rate within the 15-to-19 age group 
(%) between 1960 and 2016 

Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office 
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of the 15 to 19 age group started to decrease. This trend is most likely attributable to 
the fact that in 2011 the minimum school-leaving age was reduced from 18 to 16 and 
to the structural reforms of the secondary school system (the upward expansion of 
the training period stopped, which affected, above all, vocational training). In 2013, 
the duration of training in vocational schools was reduced from 2+2 or 3 years to 3 
years. In 2016, training in vocational secondary schools was reformed, too. 

In an international comparison and as shown by the trend data of OECD EAG 
for the period between 1995 and 2010, the participation rate in Hungary was higher 
than in other OECD countries or the EU21 average (OECD, 2017), but, as a result 
of the processes that started in 2011, this advantage disappeared (OECD, 2017). 
Currently, the average rate in Hungary is lower than the EU average. 

Table 1 |  Trends in enrolment rates of 15–19 students in full-time and part-time programmes in 
both public and private institutions (1995–2015)

Countries 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Hungary 64 78 87 92 85

Poland 78 84 92 93 93

Czech Republic 66 81 90 90 91

EU22 78 81 86 87 88

OECD 73 77 81 83 85

Source: OECD EAG, 2010, 2017, C1 indicator 

The participation rate is high in other countries of the region. In Poland and the 
Czech Republic, 90% of the 15 to 19 age group participate in education. This rate has 
not changed considerably in either of the countries. 

TRENDS OF ENROLMENT TO SECONDARY EDUCATION 

The Hungarian school system preserved the Soviet-type primary education even 
after 1990, which means primary schools have eight grades. At the same time, in 1985 
the educational policy allowed for 6- or 8-grade grammar schools; consequently, 
primary education is uniform only in the first four years. After primary school, 
pupils have three options: secondary grammar schools, vocational secondary 
schools (vocational grammar schools) and vocational schools (vocational secondary 
schools). Education in grammar schools and vocational secondary schools ends 
with a secondary school leaving examination (an input criterion for entry into 
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higher education). Education in vocational schools, basically, ends with the pupils’ 
entry to the labour market. 

During the process of application to secondary education, a pupil is entitled to 
mark an unlimited number of sections3 in schools on the application document; the 
first one on the list is the one most preferred by the pupil/parent. Figure 3 gives a 
vivid illustration of trends as far as the preferred options are concerned and of the 
differences between the various types of education. The time-series figure clearly 
shows the change in the number of applicants broken down by type of education. 
In the last 15 years, the rate of students applying to grammar schools has been 
continuously rising. In 2001, only 30% of all applicants marked a grammar school 
as the preferred option on the application document; in 2016, their rate was 46%. 
This impressive growth (by more than 50% in 15 years) indicates that students and 
their parents increasingly regard education in grammar schools as a primary factor 
of success and progress. A reason for this is that the majority of grammar school 
students want to enter higher education after leaving the secondary school. Although 
students with grammar school and vocational secondary school qualification are 
equally entitled to enter higher education (cf. both trainings end with a secondary 
school leaving examination), grammar school students have a better chance to 
pursue further studies in higher education. The difference between the chances 
offered by the two types of education has been growing since the 2000s. Moreover, 
a self-selection process is detected among students of vocational secondary schools: 
the numbers of students applying to universities have been decreasing (Szemerszki, 
2012, 2014). At the same time, the 2016 reform of vocational secondary education 
resulted in the fact that students may pursue further studies only within the 
framework of specialized higher education, that is, the options for, or directions of, 
further studies become significantly limited.

With regard to further studies in higher education, it is to be noted that the 
number of applicants and students ceased to grow. As evidenced by the statistical 
data of recent years, the participation rate in higher education have been either 
stagnating or fluctuating. The reasons for such trends are primarily related to 
educational policy rather than to demographic factors. A major demographic 
decrease will occur in the next decade, when the 20 to 24 age group will decrease 
by 24% in Hungary. The number and the rate of those participating in higher 
education within this population segment depend on Hungary’s economic situation 

3 There are numerous sections within the three major types of education. In vocational education, 
there are profession- or trade-based sections, in general education, there are language sections, 
bilingual sections and other sections where a higher-than-average number of classes are given in a 
specific subject. The time dedicated to education in various sections may differ, which means that 
secondary education may take up to five years (as opposed to the typical period of four years).
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and educational policy. In our opinion, the current stagnation does not result from 
a decreasing demand for further studies (or a negative attitude to higher education) 
but rather from dormant demands that can strengthen in a supportive educational 
policy environment. A possible way to expand higher education is the promotion 
of the inclusion of underprivileged social groups in higher education. Students 
from these groups are “non-conventional students”. These groups’ entry to the 
middle classes is the strongest force which links studies continued after the end 
of secondary education (adult education, lifelong learning, etc.) to social rise and 
success. For individuals within these groups, advantages on the labour market, the 
available income and finding employment faster or with more favourable conditions 
are tangible benefits, which is a major driving force. A reason for the fast expansion 
of higher education in Western Europe in the 1960s and 1970s was the involvement 
of non-conventional students. (Híves - Kozma, 2014).

Another way of expansion is the reduction of major regional disparities. An 
analysis of the structure of the regional characteristics of demand for higher 
education (applications) and the satisfaction of that demand sheds light on disparities 
brought about by social causes which can be equally attributed to the level of the 
economic development of the given regions and to the regional characteristics of the 
structure of higher education (Forray–Kozma, 1999). There are several instruments 
to mitigate regional disparities, the one that is most available to educational policy 
being the reform of the higher education network to ensure it meets local demands 
better. (Híves – Kozma, 2014).

Overall, the rate of those students in the 20 to 24 age group (and in the 15 to 19 
age group) who participate in education is lower in Hungary (37%) than the EU 
average (43%), the OECD average (42%) or even the average rate of the Central 
Eastern European region (42% in the Czech Republic and 51% in Poland) (OECD, 
2017). 

With regard to applications submitted to secondary schools, while the rate of 
pupils marking a grammar school as their first preference rose, the number of 
those applying to vocational secondary schools gradually decreased. As shown by 
time-series data, 2007 was a turning point. A major change occurred with regard 
to application to both institution types, when the number of students applying to 
grammar schools rose sharply, while the number of those applying to vocational 
secondary schools plummeted. That was the first year when those intending to study 
in grammar schools had outnumbered those interested in studying in vocational 
secondary schools. At the beginning of the decade, the rate in vocational secondary 
schools was 15.4 percentage points higher than the rate in grammar schools. The 
difference, however, decreased over time, and by 2016 grammar schools had gain an 
advantage of 14 percentage points. 
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The rate of pupils intending to continue their studies in vocational schools, 
fluctuated to some degree, and indicated a decreasing trend. The early 2010s saw 
an increase of the rate of applicants. The growth, however, stopped in 2012, and, 
regardless the sustained efforts of the government and the educational policy, a 
significant decrease has been detected in the last 3 years. Nevertheless, there was a 
slight increase in the last year.

Figure 3 |  Schools marked as the preferred option on the application document (by type of 
education, %) 

Source: KIFIR

Application – and, above all, marking an institution as the preferred option – 
does not necessarily mean that the pupil actually starts his or her studies in the 
given type of education. Rather, it reflects the demands or wishes of pupils and 
parents. Figure 4 shows the admittance rates of the last 15 years broken down by 
institution type. It is evident that the advantage of grammar schools is much smaller 
in terms of admittance than in terms of application. It was not until 2011 that the 
rate of students admitted to grammar schools exceeded the rate of those admitted 
to vocational secondary schools. The difference between the two institution types is 
much smaller in terms of admittance than in terms of application, that is, the gap in 
admittance rates is smaller. The trend, however, is the same. The number of pupils 
admitted to grammar schools has been continuously growing; on the basis of the 
admittance data, a turning point was detected in the last six years. 

A comparison of applications and the number of students admitted shows 
that grammar schools are the most difficult to get into. In addition, the difference 
between the rates of applicants and those admitted has been growing continuously 
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Figure 4 | Admittance (by type of education, %) – 2001–2016

Source: KIFIR

Figure 5 |  The rate of applicants who marked the programme as the preferred option on the 
application document and the rate of those admitted, 2001–2016

Source: KIFIR
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over the years (Figure 5). In 2000, only 6% of the applicants failed to get admitted 
to grammar schools; in 2016, their rate was 13%. In other words, in the intensified 
competition that resulted from the decreasing number of children, grammar 
schools still managed to become more attractive, which means that they can select 
the best applicants. Apparently, the case is just the opposite in vocational education. 
Since 2006, the number of students applying to vocational secondary school has 
been lower than that of those admitted. In the early 2000s, the number of students 
admitted to vocational secondary schools was 2-4% less than the number of those 
who marked a vocational secondary school as the preferred option. In the following 
seven years, the rate of applicants and of admitted students was around 100%, 
which means that the number of admitted students approximately equalled that 
of those who marked a vocational secondary school as their preferred option. In 
2009, however, the gap started to grow. Currently, the rate of admitted students is 
10% higher than that of those who preferred to continue their studies in vocational 
secondary schools.

When compared to the early 2010s, the rate decreased in vocational schools, too, 
albeit less sharply than in vocational secondary schools. In vocational education, 
there is a marked fluctuation, and, on the average, the rate of admitted students is 
15% higher than the rate of those who preferred vocational education during the 
application process. Nevertheless, between 2010 and 2012, the rate of pupils who 
marked a vocational school as their preferred option on the admittance document 
and the rate of admitted students both grew, which means that demands and 
opportunities became more harmonized. In recent years, this trend has turned. The 
number of applicants decreased faster than that of admitted students, which means 
that there are more students who enter vocational schools albeit originally had other 
preferences.

Parents and pupils find vocational education unattractive for several reasons. 
Firstly, vocational education does not offer the opportunity for direct access to 
higher education. Although there are corrective learning paths and opportunities, 
pupils’ prospects of higher education are continuously deteriorating (Mártonfi, 
2013). Secondly, a vocational school qualification is less advantageous in terms of 
employability and income than a grammar school qualification or a vocational 
secondary school qualification (Hajdú et al, 2015). 
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PUBLIC AND PRIVATE EDUCATION

Evidently, the chances of being admitted are higher in vocational education (in 
vocational schools and vocational secondary schools alike) than in grammar 
schools. The shift has been unbroken; however, since 2013, certain processes of 
change have accelerated. Let us have a closer look at the last three years on the basis 
of the operators’ data on schools and sections. Figures 6 and 7 show the training 
programmes offered in 2013 and 2016 (as per operators’ data). The role of the 
state strengthened in vocational education, while in primary education the rate of 
sections offered by state schools decreased. In vocational education, the proportion 
of church-operated schools did not change, while the private sector was crowded 
out by the state. The change is most visible in the data of vocational secondary 
schools (vocational grammar schools). As for general education, in these three years 
the steepest decline of the number of places in state-operated schools took place in 
4- or 5-grade grammar schools (5%). The shift was favourable for church-operated 
schools. At the same time, the number of students increased in private grammar 
schools as well, especially in the 4- or 5-grade grammar schools.

Figure 6 |  The number of available places broken down by type of vocational education and by 
operator, 2013–2016 

Source: KIFIR
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Figure 7 |  The number of available places broken down by type of general education and by 
operator, 2013–2016 

Source: KIFIR

Figure 8 | Chances of admittance to grammar schools, broken down by school operator, 2013–2016

Source: KIFIR
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Church-operated and private institutions increased their role in secondary 
education. Apparently, church-operated schools gained ground in education at 
grammar schools. Although in those three years no major change occurred in the 
composition of operators of 8-grade grammar schools, in 2016 that was the only 
education type where the rates of state-operated and private institutions were similar. 

Although the private sector – responding to the general decrease of public 
secondary-level general education – increased their number of places, the chances 
of being admitted (if compared to 2013) decreased in all institutions, regardless 
of operator. Figure 8 shows the admittance rates of various grammar school 
programmes, broken down by operator. The sharpest decrease took place in the 
private sector, where, in the three years under analysis, the rate of admitted pupils 
decreased the most compared to the rate of pupils marking such institutions as 
their preferred option. This reflects an increased demand for education in private 
grammar schools. The figure also shows that, as far as in structure changing 
grammar schools are concerned, admittance is the most difficult to achieve in the 
public sector. In 2016, 49% of the applicants who preferred an 8-grade grammar 
school were granted admittance to the school of their choice. The rate was 58% for 
6-grade grammar schools.

CONCLUSION

Our study discussed the Hungarian trends of entering secondary education on the 
basis of the time-series data of the institutional database of the information system 
on secondary school entrance. 

It is established that – falling in line with forecasts based on demographic trends 
– the rate of individuals admitted to secondary education is rising continuously, 
which means that more and more pupils enjoy the opportunity to enter higher 
education. In 2000, 88% of the applicants were admitted to the school they preferred. 
In 2016, their rate was 92%. Overall, the chances of being admitted to secondary 
education grew, which means that pupils and parents could proceed in accordance 
with their primary preference. 

Nevertheless, the chances of admittance differ in the three types of secondary 
education. In vocational schools, an applicant has almost 100% chances of 
admittance. As for vocational secondary schools, since 2009 the number of those who 
marked a vocational secondary school as their preferred option on the application 
document has been lower than the number of those actually admitted. Grammar 
schools are the most difficult to get into, and this is where the capacities are better 
utilised. As for students’ application preferences, a marked change was observed in 
the analysed period. While the number of applicants preferring grammar schools 
increased continuously, the number of those applying to vocational secondary 
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schools fell continuously. In 2000, out of these two institution types (both offering 
a secondary school leaving certificate at the end of the education) vocational 
secondary school was more popular. 2007 was a turning point. That was the first 
year when those applying to grammar schools had outnumbered those applying to 
vocational secondary schools. A most evident reason for this is linked to further 
studies in higher education, as grammar school students enjoy far better chances to 
enter higher education than students of vocational secondary schools do. The rate of 
students applying to vocational schools shows a trend of slow decrease with minor 
fluctuations. 

It is also to be concluded that public education is less sensitive to students 
demands and demographic processes. The number of places in grammar schools 
is definitely rising in private and Church-operated institutions, that is, non-public 
operators respond to demands more flexibly. In other words, regardless of a marked 
governmental policy which favours vocational education, students and parents tend 
to exhibit a negative attitude towards public education.

Hungary is one of those counties where in the socialist era the majority of each 
generation participated in vocational training or apprentice training, and after 
the democratic transition pupils and parents started to prefer general education. 
Traditional apprenticeship was reformed, too: a two-year period of general training 
was added to precede vocational training. In vocational secondary schools, the 
proportion of general training grew, too. In 2010, a strong paradigm shift took place 
in the educational policy. As a consequence, the two-year period of post-primary 
general education was removed from the system, and the general education content 
was reduced in vocational secondary schools. In addition, it is the very deliberate 
intention of the government to increase the enrolment rates in secondary apprentice 
training and vocational training. At the same time, it is evident that church-operated 
or private institutions offer an alternative to meet consumers’ demands.
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Extracurricular activities 

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, in Hungary there has been a growing interest in all-day schools, in 
schools operating with extended hours and in extracurricular activities. Relevant 
specialized literature uses various terms to denote extracurricular activities, a most 
frequently used expression being “organized activities”. As defined by Mahoney, 
an organized activity is a structured activity supervised by adults and intended, 
primarily, to build skills (Mahoney, 2005). In general, participation in such activities 
is voluntary and depends very much on access. Several research projects evidence 
that participation in such organized activities has detectable positive impacts on 
children and teenagers: it mitigates the risk of problematic behaviour patterns 
and improves the chance of healthy adaptation to the future. Research reliably 
confirms that extracurricular activities contribute to school performance and the 
avoidance dropout and failure. Longitudinal research also revealed positive effects, 
e.g. with regard to behavioural problems. A comparison of students who participate 
in extracurricular activities and those who do not shed light on differences in 
absence from school, learning achievements and learning habits. Very frequently, 
these impacts are stronger in the case of disadvantaged pupils (Mahoney, 2005). 
Nevertheless, as specialized literature warns, expected result occur as a consequence 
of the co-occurrence of several important factors. Some of these factors are the 
presence of an adult at the organized activities, the quality of education (and, thus, 
opportunities to feel successful and motivated), opportunities to feel connected 
and, thus, to experience one’s own identity (Eccles, 2005).

Farbman (2015) discusses the issue of extra time, emphasizing that extra time 
added to a school day/year can have a favourable impact on pupils’ achievement 
and their educational experience, and deals with opportunities thus offered to 

Anna Imre: Extracurricular activities. In. Anikó Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): School, development, equity. 
Budapest: HIERD, pp. 79–92.
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disadvantaged groups. With regard to learning, he also mentions two interrelated 
dimensions of the implementation of educational programmes. The first one is the 
way a school uses the time available for learning during a school day and a school 
year. The second one is the quality of teaching, a factor more difficult to measure. 
Farbman also points out that extra time is useful not only for pupils but for teachers 
as well, as it gives them a chance for professional progress and cooperation, albeit 
this factor depends greatly on the given institution (Farbman, 2015).

Our analysis approaches extracurricular activities from the perspectives 
discussed above, and relies on the data of our two research projects that were 
intended to reveal experiences of recent years. We performed our first research 
in academic year 2013/2014 on the extension of school days in primary school 
until 4.00 p.m.1 The second, smaller-volume research took place in academic year 
2016/2017; it was limited to online data collection from those schools that had been 
analysed previously.2

Our analysis approaches the issue of extracurricular learning from the above 
two perspectives: the perspectives of pupils and teachers. The questions pertain to 
issues of time and participation in extracurricular learning. The analysis contains 
the following questions: 

 Ȥ Have the extracurricular activities offered by schools and student participation 
changed in the last three years in the schools under analysis? 

 Ȥ What have been the recent developments in teachers’ employment in 
extracurricular activities in the last three years? What are the characteristic 
features of teachers’ attitudes and pedagogical practice? 

 Ȥ What have been the recent developments in extracurricular activities offered 
by disadvantaged and mainstream schools?

1 The research took place in the framework of Hungary’s Social Renewal Operation Programme 
(TÁMOP) 3.1.1., and covered 35 primary schools of districts of variegated situation. The research 
included a survey by a questionnaire among school managers, teachers (N=548), 5th- and 8th-
graders (N=850, N= 898) and their parents, as well as extensive fieldwork. The participants were 
Anna Imre, Nóra Imre, Eszter Berényi and Kálmán Ercsei.

2 In the framework of the research project “The role of school and extracurricular learning in 
competency building in primary schools” performed by Hungarian Institute for Educational 
Research and Development, 25 primary schools (selected from the existing sample) were analysed. 
Data were collected from principals (N=25) and teachers (N=120).
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PUPILS

PARTICIPATION IN EXTRACURRICULAR LEARNING ACTIVITIES 

Obviously, participation in afternoon activities was detectable before the 
introduction of extended school-days, yet our research found that, compared to 
the previous years, the time spent in school significantly grew after the school-
day was extended to 4.00 p.m. in academic year 2013/2014. At school, pupils spend 
much time with extracurricular activities, so we decided to focus our research on 
extracurricular activities. 

Having examined the participation trends in afternoon activities, we found major 
differences among grades and school groups. In grade 5, 36% of the pupils stayed 
at the school every afternoon, and another 17% did so on some days of the week. 
In grade 8, only 16% of the pupils participated in the afternoon activities every day, 
while 17% (a rate that equals that of grade 5) did so less frequently. With regard to 
grade 5, disadvantaged schools and mainstream schools did not exhibit significant 
differences. In grade 8 of mainstream schools, the rate of pupils who stayed at the 
school in the afternoon (either in study hall or opted for other activities) made 
up only 9.4%. By contrast, their rate in schools of disadvantaged composition is 
relatively higher, 22% (see Table 3).

Table 1 |  Patterns of staying at the school in the afternoon in grades 5 and 8 of primary school, 
2013/2014, % 

Grade 5 Grade 8

Rate of disadvantaged pupils

1–33% 33%– Mean 1–33% 33%– Mean

I’m at school (in study hall) until 4.00 p.m. 
every day ** 29.3 25.8 27.5 5.9 12.0 9.1

I’m at school (participating in classes 
or afternoon activities) until 4.00 p.m. 
every day

8.6 8.4 8.5 3.5 9.9 6.8

I leave school before 4.00 p.m. 
once a week. 7.5 5.3 6.3 4.6 4.3 4.4

I leave school before 4.00 p.m. more than 
once a week. 7.2 12.9 10.2 11.0 14.7 12.9

I leave school before 4.00 p.m. every day. 47.4 47.6 47.5 75.1 59.1 66.7

Question: Which statement is closer to the truth? **≤ 0.005
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In the next phase of analysis, we examined the changes that occurred in the 
afternoon activities offered by schools and, in this context, student participation in 
such activities in academic year 2013/2014, compared to year 2012/2013. Obviously, 
changes that occurred in 2013/2014 cannot be attributed to the sole factor of the 
extension of afternoon activities, as the transition between grades (and especially 
from grade 4 to grade 5) in itself brings about major changes in the life of a pupil. 
We examined the changes in participation in afternoon learning activities in grade 
5, focussing on some activities that exhibited significant changes: sports, foreign 
language learning, talent support and after-school remedial sessions). In these 
activities, a significant growth was detected in comparison with academic year 
2013/2014; this growth was highly different in each activity type. The increase of 
participation in afternoon activities was the highest in foreign language learning at 
school. Participation in talent support activities and remedial sessions grew by 10% 
and 9%, respectively. (At this point, sports events of a 100% participation rate were 
not taken into consideration). (see Figure 1).3

Figure 1 |  Participation in afternoon activities in academic years 2013/2014 and 2012/2013 (school 
activities, grade 5, % of participating pupils)
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With regard to the length of time spent at school with extracurricular activities, 
differences are detected between pupils who stay at school in the afternoon and 
those who do not, as well as between the various grades. Our research examined 
the differences in time commitment between grade 5 and grade 8, broken down by 

3 As indicated by the data collected in 2016/2017, the significant increase in extracurricular foreign 
language learning at school was temporary.
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groups of afternoon stayers and non-stayers There is a significant difference in time 
commitment between the two grades: 5th-graders devote less than 8 hours a day to 
learning, the average time spent with learning being 7.89 hours, while 8th-graders 
spend an average of 9 hours per day learning (see Table 2). Some insignificant 
differences are revealed between the various groups (i.e. those who do not stay at 
the school in the afternoon and those who do so at least four days a week). Overall, 
those 5th-graders who stayed at the school in the afternoon committed more time 
to learning than those who did not stay: 8.1 hours for pupils who opted for study 
hall and 8.4 hours for pupils who stayed at the school in the afternoon at least four 
days a week, engaging in afternoon activities. Those pupils who did not stay at the 
school or stayed there only one day a week dedicated the lowest amount of time 
(7.7 hours) to learning, despite the fact that at home they spent 1.5 hours learning 
(which is significantly more than in the case of their peers).

Table 2 |  Time dedicated to learning among 5th- and 8th-graders, broken down by patterns of 
staying at school in the afternoon, 2013/2014 (hours)

Classes at 
school

Extracurricular 
learning 

activities at 
school

Extra 
classes 
outside 
school

Learning; 
preparing 
homework 

at home

Total

Grade 5 

Study hall 5.35 1.25 0.29 1.04 8.05
Stay at the school for 
at least 4 days 5.41 1.37 0.43 1.10 8.43

Stay at the school for 
maximum 1 day / 
do not stay at the school

5.16 0.54 0.37 1.51 7.69

Mean 5.25 0.85 0.36 1.33 7.89

Grade 8 

Study hall 4.36 1.26 0.20 0.85 6.77
Stay at the school for 
at least 4 days 5.02 1.40 0.59 1.38 8.50

Stay at the school for 
maximum 1 day / 
do not stay at the school

5.48 0.69 0.46 1.67 8.41

Total 5.33 0.83 0.45 1.56 8.27

If compared to grade 5, the total time devoted to learning grew significantly 
in grade 8: it was above 8 hours per day. Our samples show that in grade 8 – as 
estimated by pupils – pupils devote an average 8.3 hours to learning. In this respect, 
the groups at the two ends of the scale also exhibit a bigger difference than in 
grade 5. In grade 8, those pupils devote the most time to studying who stay at least 
4 days a week at the school in the afternoon, but the time commitment is almost 
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the same for pupils who do not stay at the school (8.3 hours). In grade 8, the time 
commitment was the lowest in the group of those pupils who opted for study hall, as 
for them all other study opportunities (such as studying at classes or at home) were 
more limited in time. 

PUPILS’ EXPERIENCE:  
HOMEWORK, ACADEMIC INTENTIONS, ATTITUDES 
Our previous analysis on study performance and other achievements was intended 
to examine the issue from various perspectives. According to the findings, afternoon 
activities, and primarily study hall, are linked to pupils’ achievement in several 
respects. Clearly, this is a result of the activities that help pupils do their homework 
and prepare for the next school-day. (Imre, 2015). Other analyses shed light on the 
fact that participation in extracurricular learning has a more favourable impact on 
disadvantaged pupils than on their peers and exerts a detectable influence on the 
evolution of academic intentions (Imre – Ercsei, 2016c).4

Table 3 |  Changes in pupil involvement in afternoon activities, answers by school principals, 
2016/2017, N=33

All references
Total  Decreased Remained 

unchanged Increased

Study circles 1 18 4 23
Day care 2 14 6 22
Sports 1 12 9 22
Support lessons 1 14 6 21
Arts 1 14 6 21
Free-time activities 1 13 4 18
Study hall 3 7 5 15
Preparation for admission tests 1 9 5 15
Foreign languages 0 10 3 13
School home4 2 1 3 6
Career guidance 0 4 2 6
Other 0 3 1 4
Total 13 119 54 186

Question: What have been the developments in pupils’ participation?

4 A type of all-day education in the lower grades where classes and more informal home room periods 
alternate between 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. Pupils are not expected to do homework at home. (Translator’s 
note)
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In the course of the repeated data collection in academic year 2016/2017 we did 
not have the opportunity to involve the pupils again; consequently, we asked school 
principals in a questionnaire about the changes of the rate of pupils participating 
in each activity in the previous three years (whether it increased, decreased or 
stagnated). Data show that, in general, the situation seems to stabilize: the majority 
of the references (64%) made to such activities state that no change occurred, while 
54 references mention increase (29%), and, reportedly, the rate of pupils decreased 
in the case of only 13 activities (7%). According to the principals, increase was 
detected, above all, in sports, day care, support lessons, study hall and preparation 
for admission tests. Overall, its seems that in the surveyed institutions the range of 
extracurricular activities offered by the school has somewhat increased if compared 
to the situation three years before, and a balance was struck between activities that 
are closely related to school subjects and those that are not. (see Table 3). 

TEACHERS

In our opinion, knowledge of the perspective of teachers is indispensable, as they 
play a crucial role in the method and quality of institutional implementation. We 
examined teachers’ participation in extracurricular activities from two perspectives: 
firstly, in terms of their involvement in extracurricular activities and changes in 
their working hours, and, secondly, in their attitude to such tasks. 

PARTICIPATION IN EXTRACURRICULAR TEACHING ACTIVITIES

Our previous analysis detected those changes related to teachers that occurred in 
the year when extended school-day was introduced (compared with the previous 
academic years) (see Table 4). Our data help measure involvement in the year of the 
introduction of changes and in previous years, broken down by activity type. We 
attempted to compare the data with those of the previous years. However, due to the 
different response rates and the slight variations of formulation over the years, some 
caution should be exercised when the differences between the years are interpreted. 
Teachers’ responses reflect a reversal for most activities, with the exception of day 
care (where a a slight increase is observed), and study hall and foreign languages 
(where no major changes occurred) (see Table 4). 
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Table 4 |  Participation of teachers in extracurricular activities 2012/2013, 2013/2014, 2016/2017, %

2012/2013 2013/2014 2016/2017
School home 15.5 20.7 12.5
Day care 43.8 52 45.5
Learning support, remedial teaching 
and talent support 71.5 75.6 66.1

Study circles 47.8 59.5 42.9
Arts activities 22.4 23.5 18.1
Sports 22.6 26 17.9
Foreign languages 10.6 11 10.7
Other 51.9 62.1 n.d.
Study hall n.d. 20 19.6
Free time n.d. n.d. 56.3

Table 5 |  Participation of teachers in afternoon activities in academic year 2016/2017, broken 
down by school category. Teachers’ answers. In proportion of disadvantaged pupils 
at the school. %

below 33% above 33% Mean
Preparation for academic competitions 76.8 57.1 71.8
Support lessons 67.1 60.7 65.5
Free time 56.1 60.4 57.3
Day care 46.3 46.4 46.5
Study circles 48.8 25 42.7
Other 23.8 14.3 21.3
Study hall 19.5 21.4 20.5
Sports 13.4 32.1 18.2
Career guidance activities 22.2 3.6 17.4
Arts activities 19.5 7.1 16.4
School home 12.2 14.3 12.7
Foreign languages 14.6 0 10.9

Question: Do you participate in the following activities at your school in this academic year?

In the course of the new data collection, in the autumn of 2016/2017, we intended 
to understand to what degree teachers are involved in work related to afternoon 
activities and how they were employed in the individual school categories. In 
academic year 2016/2017, the majority of teachers who responded to the question 
participated in preparation for academic competitions, remedial teaching, talent 
support and free-time activities, but the rate of teachers involved in day care and 
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study circle activities was also high. The two school categories are different as far as 
the trends of the employment of teachers are concerned. In mainstream schools, a 
higher-than-average rate of teachers are involved in activities such as preparation 
for academic competitions, study circles, career guidance, foreign language or arts 
activities. In disadvantaged schools, sports are significantly more important, while 
the importance of school home and study halls are slightly higher than the average. 
(see Table 5). The majority of these differences are attributable to the fact that 
mainstream schools have a wider range of activities to offer. However, this sample 
(that is, the difference in response rates) also calls for a careful approach to data 
interpretation.

TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCE:  
WORKING HOURS, ATTITUDES AND OPINIONS 
An analysis of working hours reveals that a vast majority of teachers are involved 
in afternoon activities: only 14% did not participate in the provision of afternoon 
activities at all. As for the intensity of involvement, it varies greatly among 
respondents: it is not very significant for half of the teachers, that is, for those who 
are not involved at all (14%) or are involved in maximum 10% of their teaching hours 
(36%). Almost one-third (30%) of the teachers work in afternoon activities in more 
than 20% of their working hours. An “average involvement”, that is, involvement in 
10-20% of the working hours, is detected for one-fifth of the teachers (see Figure 6).

Figure 6 | The rate of afternoon activities within full working hours, 2016/2017, % 
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Question: What percentage of your working hours do you spend on extracurricular activities in this 
academic year? 

Responses to questions related to changes indicate that in the three years 
preceding our data collection (that is, since 2013/2014) almost two-thirds of the 
teachers experienced an increase in their afternoon working hours5. In some cases, no 

5 The formulation of the question did not make parallel increase and decrease possible. 
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change is detected (29%), while decrease is rare (8%). Increase is especially frequent 
at schools located in Budapest, where three-fourths of the teachers stated that the 
number of their afternoon working hours had increased in the previous three years. 
The reasons for the increase cannot be identified exclusively on the basis of our data 
collection. They may include increased demand, modified organizational solutions 
or the availability of teachers at schools (e.g. schools with a larger number of teachers 
opt for this solution to ensure that all teachers have an adequate number of teaching 
hours). Answering the question and giving an explanation for the differences would 
require other data and a separate analysis of the issue. The increase was somewhat 
higher (68%) than the average at schools where the rate of disadvantaged pupils is 
above 33%. The rate is 61% for schools where the rate of disadvantaged pupils is 
relatively lower (see Figure 7). 

Figure 7 |  Changes in extracurricular activities, in proportion of disadvantaged pupils at the 
school, 2016/2017, %
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Question: How has the rate of extracurricular activities changed within your working hours in the 
last 3 years?

THE STRUCTURE OF WORKING HOURS 

We could examine teachers’ weekly working hours only on the basis of self-
declaration, which means that caution is required for the interpretation of the data. 
Still, we think that trends may be used as a reference point in constructing a reliable 
picture, even if the number of working hours is not suitable for that purpose. We 
tried to measure the changes of weekly working hours with percentage estimation 
and from the perspective of actual durations. The mean weekly working hours 
were compared with the data of our previous research. As data show, tasks are 
being reshuffled. Quite interestingly, new data no longer show an increase in time 
dedicated to afternoon activities, but (as estimated by teachers) it is the time spent 
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with administrative tasks that increased to a moderate extent. A minor increase is 
also detected in professional discussions, in keeping contact with the parents and in 
other areas. On the other hand, the time dedicated to preparing for the classes and 
to classroom activities is gradually decreasing (see Figure 8).

Figure 8 |  Changes in the average weekly working hours of respondents in the last few years, % 
(teacher estimations) (2012/2013 and 2013/2014, N=548, 2016/2017, N=121)
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Question: Please give an estimation of the time you spent with the following tasks during an average 
school week in the last academic year. 

Differences are detected in total workload and the structure of tasks according 
to the differences in pupils’ social background. As estimated by teachers, the mean 
number of weekly working hours is 44.38. It is higher (46 hours) for teachers who 
work among less favourable conditions and lower (43.8 hours) for teachers who work 
with fewer disadvantaged students. Nevertheless, the difference is primarily due to 
teaching during the classes and to preparing for classes rather than to extracurricular 
activities. For teachers of mainstream schools, the time spent on teaching and 
preparation seems to be average (24 45-minute classes a week, calculated with 
60-minute classes), while for teachers of disadvantaged schools, it is very high: 29 
45-minute classes. Teachers who work at schools of a relatively favourable situation 
seem to have dedicated more time to extracurricular activities. However, the data 
require a cautious interpretation, as these are estimated values and also because of 
the fact that data collected in terms of “classes”6 may have caused confusion (45- or 
60-minute periods). Both groups dedicate an approximately equal amount of time 
to administrative tasks and to extracurricular activities. (see Figure 9). 

6 In Hungarian the term used for the 45-minute teaching period (’class’) and the word used for 
’hour’ coincide (óra). (Translator’s note).
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Figure 9 |  Developments of teachers’ weekly working hours in the districts under analysis, as per 
the rate of disadvantaged pupils at the school (teacher estimations), 2016/2017, hours
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Teachers seem to have had a controversial attitude towards extracurricular 
activities in the year of the introduction of extended school-days (academic year 
2013/2014). They were deeply divided about the issue: among the respondents, the 
rates of those with a predominantly positive attitude and those with a predominantly 
negative one were high (Imre, 2017). We were curious about the changes (if any) 
brought about by the last three years. 

As evidenced by the new data collection, among the predefined options regarding 
impacts teachers agreed the most with increased workload and, after that, increased 
stress. They agreed with the issues of professional independence and professional 
support to a degree somewhat higher than medium. The majority of the negative 
answers were given in connection with the personal sense of satisfaction. If the 
answers are compared with those given three years earlier, a significant deterioration 
is detected; nevertheless, a substantial part of the data is not significant in one of the 
two years. Albeit the data on teachers’ personal sense of satisfaction is not significant 
in our new measurement, its low level and the fact that is much below the level 
detected during the previous data collection convey a strong message. (See Table 6)

Table 6 | Teachers’ opinion, 2016/2017 (N=87) (means on a five-point scale)

Growing 
workload 

Significant 
stress

Joint work in 
professional 

matters, good 
cooperation 

Making 
independent 
decisions in 
professional 

matters 

Availability 
of support in 
professional 

matters 

A sense of 
personal 

satisfaction 

2013/2014 4.3 4.1 3.7 3.5* 3.4 3.07*

2016/2017 4.54** 4.41** 3.7* 3.15 3* 2.4

Question: To what degree is the following true for your work? *≤ 0.05, **≤ 0.005
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Answering the question concerning the impact of afternoon activities on 
some specific fields, the majority of teachers stated that it was medium. Among 
the significant answers, those pertaining to the developments in teacher-pupil 
relations seem to be the most favourable. With regard to professional cooperation 
between teachers, the impact was somewhat better than the average. As for relations 
with pupils, the evaluation was invariably positive; in this respect, there are only 
insignificant differences between the districts. With regard to teachers’ professional 
cooperation, the differences are somewhat bigger: in the the most disadvantegous 
district, the value is higher than the mean value. (See Table 7)

Table 7 | Teachers’ opinion, 2016/2017 (means on a five-point scale)

Developments in the relations with pupils* 3.3

Solutions of learning organization* 3.2

Developments in teachers’ professional cooperation 3.1

Developments in the relations with parents 3.1

Question: In your opinion, what was the scope of change brought about by the introduction of after-
noon activities in the last 3 years in the work of the teachers at your school? *≤ 0.05

SUMMARY 

Our analysis made an attempt to follow up the experiences related to extracurricular 
activities from the perspectives of the two groups of participants: students and 
teachers. With regard to the situation of the pupils, our data gave but limited 
information. On the basis of the principals’ answers, extracurricular activities 
organized at schools seem to stabilize in the schools we surveyed. 

At the same time, from the teachers’ perspective there is a reshuffling that 
followed an increase in participation rate (albeit when answering the question on 
working hours, respondents mainly mentioned an increase with regard to afternoon 
activities). Overall, the situation does not seem to be reassuring from the teachers’ 
perspective. Although respondents report favourable experiences in some fields, 
their situation seems to have deteriorated in recent years in terms of motivations 
and available time alike. 

Overall, the results of the analysis suggest that in recent years – as a result of the 
extension of the school day until 4.00 p.m. in primary schools – significant changes 
have occurred in Hungary in the fields of extracurricular learning as well: pupil 
participation in extracurricular activities somewhat increased, especially in the one 
or two years after the introduction of extended hours. As for the processes of the 
subsequent period, less information is available. From the perspective of teachers, 
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there are signs of a certain degree of reshuffling, while the differences between the 
offers of disadvantaged and mainstream schools are becoming more and more 
marked. 
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School-related factors of resilience 
development

International comparisons and systemic analyses shed light on the fat that students’ 
progress and success at school is strongly influenced not only by teachers or by the 
quality of teacher training, but buy the level of fairness as well (Barber–Mourshed, 
2007; Mourshed et al., 2010; OECD, 2012, 2013). This implies, among others, that 
research on success must take into consideration not only school performance but 
fairness as well. As Creemers and Kyriakides (2008) put it when establishing their 
theoretical model, from a social perspective it is important to understand to what 
degree educational systems and schools are capable of counterbalancing those 
differences that derive from the individuals’ family background and social status 
and affect students’ performance and progress.

It is highly probable that the mitigation of inequalities deriving from the 
social background may improve students’ performance and the effectiveness of 
schools. This also means that fairness and success are not mutually exclusive, but 
complementary aspects that support each other (OECD, 2013, 2014, 2016; Fehérvári–
Széll, 2014; Lannert, 2015). Evidence shows that fairness in education pays off. In 
the best performing systems that provide the highest quality, high-level educational 
performance and fairness go together (OECD, 2012). Therefore, research on the 
success of schools must not ignore the fact the quality and the success of education 
is closely related to closing the gap in the opportunities of the individual students. 
In other words, offering equal opportunities regardless of family background and 
implementing fairness strongly define the success of students and schools, and, 
ultimately, of the educational system as a whole. 

Overall, a key driver of economic and social development is the improvement 
of the general quality of primary education and a fair and efficient education that 
successfully adopts to the changing circumstances. This process takes place, above 
all, at schools. Scientific studies on education that examine or measure success and 

Krisztián Széll: School-related factors of resilience development. In. Anikó Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): School, 
development, equity. Budapest: HIERD, pp. 93–106.
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fairness together increasingly employ the indicator of resilience. The school-level 
use of the concept of resilience and the indicators defined on that basis open up new 
fields and methods for research on the success of schools.

RESILIENCE

Generally speaking, the definition of resilience is based on the fact that some 
individuals, groups or institutions (for instance, schools) achieve success regardless 
the difficulties and disadvantageous conditions they encounter. More and more 
branches of science understand the significance of the phenomenon of resilience. 
Beside engineering physics and ecology, those fields study it that are primarily 
concerned with human development (general psychology, developmental and 
educational psychology, etc.), but educational and social sciences are becoming 
more and more directly involved with the issue as well. 

Understanding resilience requires complex mechanisms; consequently, it is 
difficult to give an exact definition of the concept itself. No wonder that studies 
of resilience in the various fields of sciences use numerous interpretations, 
conceptual explanations and approaches. These differing definitions, however, 
share some elements: (1) the presence of risk factors that are likely to lead to 
undesired consequences and of protective factors that are expected to bring about 
positive results; (2) the existence of competences or skills required for adaptation 
and development; and (3) the ability to combat various disadvantages, difficulties 
and obstacles successfully. Resilience, therefore, is a capacity of flexible resilience, 
coping and adaptation at the level of the individual or the organization or at another 
level of the system; yet it does not imply invulnerability. Those disadvantaged 
individuals, groups and organizations that have this capacity are capable of 
becoming successful.1 Studies of resilience, therefore, attempt to identify those risk 
factors and protective factors, background processes and outputs that bring about 
such unexpected success (Masten, 2001; Masten–Wright, 2010). It must be added 
though that such risk factors and protective factors may be either internal (such as 
biological aptitudes or innate capabilities) or external (such as relations with family 
members or peers, or the wider social environment) (McMahon–Frick, 2005).

The recent decades have seen a considerable growth of research results, on the 
basis of which several models evolved that approach the internal and external factors 
of variegated levels with a complex method (see, for instance, Masten–Powell, 2003; 

1 For the concept, approach and complexity of resilience, see, inter alia: Békési 2002; Masten et 
al. 2008; Reid–Botterrill 2013; Prince-Embury 2014; Rayman–Varga 2015; Szokolszky–V. Komlósi 
2015; Forray 2017.
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Knight, 2007; Sameroff, 2009; Prince-Embury, 2014; Ungar, 2015). Such models 
interpret resilience as a phenomenon embedded in an ecological framework. The 
transactional model of resilience emphasizes the importance and the joint effect 
of the interactions between the individual, the process and the environment, 
differentiating between risk factors and protective factors within the individual, 
the family, the society and the wider social or cultural environment (Sameroff 
2009). That is, risk factors and protective factors fall into categories at various levels 
(categories related to the individual, the family, the school, the wider community 
and macro-society). The theory of school resilience employs a similar approach. It is 
based on the assumption that families, schools, peer groups and wider communities 
(as overlapping ecological environments) are interrelated, and all of them affect 
learning processes (Fraser et al., 2004). Ungar’s (2015) social ecological model also 
underlines that resilience is a systemic concept that is constructed by all stakeholders 
together and is determined by social, material and cultural factors.

Ecological approaches, therefore, presume that the resilience of a given person 
does not derive exclusively from the individual, in other words, the concept of 
resilience denotes relations affected by inherited biological and psychological 
specificities as well as by non-contingent environmental factors (such family or 
school, social, economic and cultural determinants, or environmental conditions) 
that thus define the individual’s adaptive reactions and coping capacity or success 
(Békési, 2002). As Rayman and Varga (2015) point out, it is highly important to 
examine internal factors yet focussing on external factors may promote development 
more efficiently. What is more, creating and improving internal coping capacity 
undoubtedly requires support from the external environment.2 

A determining feature of the models described above is an ecological and 
contextual approach. As for the school-level research approach, it must be pointed 
out that – regardless scientific field – numerous authors and research trends give 
a definition of resilience that pertains not only to individuals or persons, but to 
complex systems as well (such as groups, communities, organizations, institutions – 
for instance, schools – or ecosystems) (see, for example, Békési, 2002; Grotberg, 
1995, Papp Z., 2013, 2014). In my opinion, the application of the concept of resilience 
at the school level creates a framework for investigation within which it becomes 
possible to identify those mechanisms and contextual factors that serve as a basis 
for the success of low-status schools. In other words, the concept of resilience 
contributes to the comparability of the contextual features of high-performing and 
low-performing schools of low socio-economic status.

2 When the importance of individual traits and internal factors is overemphasized, it may lead to 
victim blaming or scapegoating, that is, presuming that it is exclusively the fault of the student 
involved that he or she fails to progress properly (cf. Toland–Carrigan 2011).
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On the basis of the approaches employed so far and the currently available 
research results, a resilient school (to put it very concisely) is successful and fair 
at the same time. A key question is how schools can ensure that they offer their 
students effective and fair education and what are those factors that help schools 
develop or strengthen resilience as a capability.

THE ROLE OF AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR SCHOOLS

As a far as high-quality education is concerned, a crucial issue is how schools affect 
disadvantaged students who come from unfavourable family backgrounds. In this 
regard, two main models are in use: (1) the model of cumulative effects and (2) 
the protective model. According to the former, school affects students of lower and 
higher socio-economic status alike, that is, it can significantly enhance or worsen 
their performance regardless of their family background. The latter presumes 
that school does not exercise the same effects on students of different status or 
background, which means, among others, that good schools can be more beneficial 
for disadvantaged students than for their peers who enjoy a more favourable 
situation (OECD, 2011). So far, research has not provided a definitive answer as to 
which mechanism of action is more characteristic of schools (OECD, 2010, 2011, 
2013, 2016). Still, significant research results evidence that school has stronger 
effects (positive and negative alike) on disadvantaged students of a lower status. This 
means that lower-quality schools and good schools have, respectively, a stronger-
than-average negative and positive effects on the performance of students of a lower 
socio-economic status (Bryk–Raudenbush, 1992; Creemers et al., 2010). 

Basically, this shows that it is certainly worth to take a closer look at those schools 
that, regardless their low status, are capable of promoting their students’ success. 
School-focussed studies of resilience attempt to identify those very risk factors, 
protective factors and background processes that lead to such success at schools. In 
this regard, it needs to be emphasized that in most cases – for instance at school – the 
individual (the student) is influenced by several risk factors and protective factors 
simultaneously. What is more, the relationship between such factors is relative, 
highly complex, dependent on context and difficult to understand (Ungar, 2004). 
A fundamental question is: what are those principles that govern the successful 
operation of those schools which, in spite of their disadvantageous socio-economic 
composition, can achieve better-than-average results. In other words, which factors 
need to be strengthened to contribute to the enhancement of resilience. 

The focal point of the individual studies on resilience is basically defined by the 
researcher’s emphasis. Some researchers interpret resilience as a character trait (e.g. 
Garmezy, 1993), while others see it as a dynamic process (e.g. Luthar et al., 2000) 
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or as an output of a process (e.g. Rutter, 1987). Whichever approach is taken, the 
majority of the studies on resilience employ the framework of two dimensions: (1) 
the examination of internal and/or external factors, and (2) the existence of risk 
factors or protective factors. (Table 1)

Table 1 | Focal points of studies of resilience

Risk factors Protective factors

Internal factors Individual factors on the basis of 
which the lack of resilience can be 
assumed:
congenital disorder;
low self-esteem and a low level of self-
efficacy;
less developed social skills;
difficulties with communication.

Individual factors on the basis of 
which the existence of resilience can 
be assumed:
good health status;
high self-esteem and a high level of 
self-efficacy;
empathy, good social skills;
good communication skills.

External factors Environmental factors (related to 
family, school or wider society) on the 
basis of which the lack of resilience 
can be assumed:
the lack of supportive human 
relationships;
negative, unfavourable climate;
segregation;
low socio-economic status.

Environmental factors (related to 
family, school or wider society) on 
the basis of which the existence of 
resilience can be assumed:
accessibility of supportive human 
relationships and positive role models;
positive, favourable climate;
inclusion;
high socio-economic status.

Source: Compiled by the author on the basis of the specialized literature discussed in the study.

Masten and Wright (2010) defines four waves of research on resilience. (1) In 
the first wave, research primarily focussed on the definition of the concept and 
measurability of resilience, and examined individual character traits, relationships, 
resources (and the interrelations between them) which predict resilience. In general, 
the protective factors thus identified remained valid and robust in later research as 
well. (2) In the second phase, the examination of the resilience process came into 
the foreground. Research started to focus on how, that is, made attempts to identify 
and understand those processes that lead to the development of resilience. (3) In the 
third phase, tests were introduced to examine the hypotheses on the process of the 
development of resilience. Such tests employed planned interventions (for instance, 
the development of a positive parental role or a healthy look on life). (4) Research in 
the fourth wave was intended to explore the complex process of resilience as deeply 
as possible, which also offered an opportunity for a multi-dimensional approach.

The extension of the meaning of the term “resilience” is vividly illustrated by 
the fact that in the beginning research concentrated on the internal factors of the 
individual (e.g. character traits, innate capabilities), but then more and more experts 
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started to employ contextual research approaches which took into consideration the 
importance of environmental factors (that is, factors outside of the individual, such 
as relational capital, culture or disadvantaged social status). What is more, the recent 
phase has seen the increasing significance of multidimensional research that focuses 
on the interactions between internal end external factors (Masten, 2001; Masten et 
al., 2008; Masten–Wright, 2010). Cox (2004) calls attention to the importance of the 
latter approach, saying that support provided jointly by the individual, the family 
and the external environment (for example, school) lead to success together, and 
concludes that the concept of resilience needs to be shifted from the student, the 
family and the closer/wider communities to the interaction of all these factors. 

Students’ success at school depends on numerous factors. Research results, 
however, undoubtedly evidence that the educational practices and attitudes of 
schools, the general learning environment and conditions exercise a strong effect 
on success. Varga’s (2015) research corroborates that an inclusive approach and 
environment has a favourable effect on students’ performance. On the other hand, 
it must be emphasized that labelling students (schools, communities, systems, etc.) 
resilient or non-resilient can become a self-fulfilling prophecy (Varga, 2015; vö. 
LeRoy et al., 2004).

Many researchers emphasize the significant role of schools and teachers in the 
development of resilience (Rutter et al., 1979; Rutter, 1985; Benard, 1991, 2000; 
Benard–Marshall, 1997; Howard–Johnson, 2000; Masten, 2001; Masten et al., 1990, 
2008, 2010; Fallon, 2010; Toland–Carrigan, 2011). This also means that there is 
wide consensus about the fact that factors which predict resilient behaviour can 
be modified, in other words, resilience can be developed and its development can 
be regarded as a pedagogical objective. Obviously, a school ideally should promote, 
enhance and create the conditions of resilience. However, Masten et al. (2008) point 
out that in educational institutions the protective factors and the risk factors are 
present simultaneously, adding that schools have the opportunity to control those 
negative events that hinder successful adaptation. That is, a school can offer a 
supportive environment for its students where they can evolve strategies of coping 
with difficulties and disadvantages. According to Masten (2007), school climate 
studies are hot spots that help students develop resilience. 

School, as a prioritized place for resilience development, can operate as a protective 
factor especially for students who come from a disadvantaged, unfavourable family 
background. Fallon (2010) also emphasizes that understanding the role of schools 
is of paramount importance with regard to the development of resilience. She says 
that those schools that are successful in resilience development are characterized by 
strong governance, high expectations, a calm and orderly environment, an emphasis 
on the basic skills and the systemic, in-depth assessment of students. 
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Many researchers assume that a key factor of success at school is having a 
supportive, caring teacher or other adult at school whom children coming from 
disadvantaged, problematic family background may contact or may relate to 
(Benard, 1991; McGinty, 1999; Laursen–Birmingham, 2003). Hungarian researchers 
came to the same conclusion. A study conducted decades ago on the successful 
school path of young individuals coming from disadvantaged family and socio-
geographic backgrounds evidences that the motivation of disadvantaged young 
persons to study, to pursue further studies or choose a carrier is enhanced if there 
is a person (for instance, a teacher) in their environment whom they regard as an 
example to follow or who takes care of them (Forray–Kozma, 1986; Forray, 1988). 
Székely et al. (2005) also concluded that those Roma/Gypsy people who became 
successful as adults were supported by somebody in their environment (for instance, 
an encouraging parent, an elder sibling or a teacher).

Sági’s (2016) analysis based on qualitative studies sheds light on a correlation 
identified at the international level as well, namely, that the joint learning and 
teaching practice of the teaching staff, coupled with collective autonomy, and the 
school management’s approach focussed at promoting collective work and joint, 
mutual learning contributes greatly to the better-than-expected performance of 
disadvantaged and multiply disadvantaged students. The research also shed light on 
the fact that in those schools where the majority of the children are disadvantaged, 
social integration, cooperation and the efforts made to strengthen community 
relationships are just as important as the acquisition of basic competences, and while 
schools with a caring, inclusive and supportive atmosphere can achieve impressive 
results in this regard, those with a more distant attitude are less successful.

As for the development of resilience, Merrell at al. (2010) differentiate between 
three strategic levels of support at schools: (1) The first strategic level, where support 
is directed at all students of the school. Such proactive strategies improve children’s 
learning and social skills in general and enhance school climate. (2) At the second 
level, support is targeted at those students who do not respond to the first-level 
strategies and require interventions that mitigate their risk factor in a more direct 
manner. (3) At the third strategic level, those students are targeted who need long-
term personalized treatment in order to combat their clearly defined problems and 
difficulties, that is, support besides and beyond the first two levels.

Erdei (2015), having given a thorough review and summary of resilience studies, 
mentions the following risk factors and protective factors in educational institutions 
and the school environment: 

 � Risk factors: low-quality relationships and interactions between teachers 
and students and between students; low performance, requirements and 
expectations; the lack of rules or compliance with rules; inconsistency; 
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irrelevant curriculum; negative learning experience; learning difficulties; 
the lack of the organization or planning of classroom processes; ignoring 
individual characteristics.

 � Protective factors: open, high-quality and emotion-based relationships and 
interactions between teachers and students; high performance, requirements and 
expectations; high-level organization; opportunities for students to participate; 
a rich and inclusive curriculum; extracurricular activities and programmes; 
a positive role model of teachers; well-prepared, responsible and professional 
teachers; targeted support; a positive climate; the feeling of belonging.

The opportunities for students to perform meaningful, responsible activities or 
tasks may also function as protective factors or success factors at school, as such 
opportunities help students to perceive their own competences, skills or abilities 
(Rutter et al., 1979; Rutter, 1985).

Howard and Johnson (2000), analysing the resilient and non-resilient behaviour 
of children and young teenagers, categorize the factors that affect child/adolescent 
resilience into five groups: (1) life events, (2) personal factors, (3) family, (4) schools 
and (5) community. Within the category of school, they emphasized the following 
protective factors:

 � good teachers (positive relationships; the knowledge of students; positive 
behaviour; management skills; a positive sense of efficacy; high expectations);

 � support (time; other adults; agencies);
 � school climate (child-focused, collaborative, caring, safe/secure, empowering);
 � curriculum (relevant, enriched, age appropriate);
 � special programme (to develop social (“life skills”) and academic skills).

According to Benard (2000), resilient schools are schools where: (1) students enjoy 
caring and supportive relationships, (2) there are high expectations and performance 
standards, (3) students have opportunities to participate and contribute. (Table 2)

With regard to the development of a resilient school, specialized literature 
emphasizes the key role of school climate. Through the prevailing system of norms 
and values and of requirements, positive, trust-based teacher-student relationships, 
an understanding and constructive communication between members of the school 
community and the resulting advantages in terms of social, relational and cultural 
capital exercise a strong effect on the equalization of opportunities and on students’ 
school performance and successful progress. The more disadvantaged a student’s 
family background, the more intense the effect (Coleman, 1988, 1997; Bourdieu, 
1997; Bryk–Schneider, 2002; Leana–Pil, 2006; Pusztai, 2009, 2015; Leana, 2010; 
Hargreaves–Fullan, 2012; Messing, 2013). 
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Table 2 | Characteristics of resilient schools:

Supportive 
relationships High expectations Opportunities for participation

caring trust in the students’ innate resilience 
and self-regulating capacity

interactive group processes

respectful letting students know their own innate 
resilience

feedback, dialogue, critical thinking

compassionate messages that support challenges responsible participation

guidance without enforcement, 
structured freedom

joint elaboration of classroom rules, 
syllabi and school policy 

approach focussed on strengths child-centred processes driven by 
children

reframing tasks and experiences that strenghten 
students 

student-centred/child-centred 
approach

supporting creative forms of 
expression

supportive services

Source: Compiled by the author on the basis of Benard (2000).

Research shows that the composition of the students of a school does not 
necessarily define school climate, which implies, among others, that a change in 
composition which is not coupled with a change in climate does not bring about 
either the improvement or the deterioration of students’ results (Brookover et al., 
1978, 1979, 1982). A research conducted by Paredes and Frazer (1992) also indicates 
that the positive correlation between climate and success remains even if the family 
status, the social status and other demographic factors are controlled. McMahon et 
al (2009), on the basis of a questionnaire study among disadvantaged and ethnically 
heterogeneous fourth and fifth graders in primary school, came to the conclusion 
that the perception of school climate is determined by gender, ethnic origin and 
behavioural characteristics, yet, invariably, there is a correlation between the 
perception of a positive climate and school performance. 

Bryk et al (2010) emphasize the important role of trust-based networks in the 
success of school development. Trust in relationships, like a connective tissue, 
coordinates and supports the operation of the three interrelated dimensions of 
school development: (1) professional capacities, (2) learning environment (order, 
safety, norms), (3) the relational system of parents, the school and the community 
and (4) teaching instructions (for instance, harmonized curricula). 

It is to be emphasized that collective pedagogical culture, that is, cooperation 
and exchange of experience between teachers’ professional communities and the 
teachers themselves, have a positive effect on the students’ performance and reduce 
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the gap in individual performance determined by ethnic and socio-economic status 
(Moller et al., 2013). With their capital theory concept, Hargreaves and Fullan 
(2012) also argue for collective responsibility and accountability, and emphasize 
that education, as a form of collective enterprise enhances students’ performance 
and teachers’ professionalism through positive and professional cooperation.



As clearly evidenced by relevant specialized literature, success or failure at school 
cannot be attributed to a single factor but rather to the interaction of various factors, 
depending on the individual and his or her situation or environment. Resilience is 
not determined only by the individual, personal characteristics of students. Schools 
and teachers also play a key role in the success of the process. The risk factors and 
protective factors are basically linked to the and organizational culture of schools, 
which means that a most decisive factor of success is school and the teaching staff 
as a whole. 

That is, educational work is a performance that is individual and collective at 
the same time. A supportive professional community and a cooperation between 
teachers are collective capacities that cannot be built at the individual level, as it 
is knowledge sharing and an extensive dissemination of pedagogical practice – 
along with a strong dedication resulting from joint activity – that offers numerous 
advantages and brings about rapidly improving individual and collective 
performance (Fullan, 2010, 2011). Day and Gu (2014) come to the same conclusion, 
saying that the flexible and successful adaptability of a school is much more 
dependent on the overall intellectual, social and organizational background of the 
school than on the individual character traits of its teachers. Consequently, studies 
on resilience must also cover the school level and the school community as a whole.
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Different backgrounds,  
different impacts?

The effect of schools on the school performance 
of children from unfavourable and average family 
background – an experimental study

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Recent research on the success of education has placed special emphasis on the 
issue of the success at school. The reason for this is that albeit since the publication 
of seminal Coleman report (Coleman et al., 1966) several studies have concluded 
that, in any country and at any time, children from higher-status families perform 
better than their peers of a lower status. This means that student performance is 
determined, above all, by the family background and countries diverge significantly 
in terms of the intensity of the impact. (OECD, 2011, 2012, 2016a). Therefore, recent 
studies on school performance are focussing on those factors that are modifiable 
by educational management and can mitigate the negative effects of the family 
background. The results of such studies show that those specificities of schools 
that are easy to reform centrally (such as the equipment of the institution or the 
class size) can affect student performance only to a very limited degree. (Hallinger–
Heck,1996; Leithwood et al., 2006; OECD 2012; 2016a, b, c; Sirin, 2005; Vignoles et 
al., 2000; Wössmann–West, 2002; Wössmann, 2003). Among the systemic factors, 
it is equal access to education that exerts the most intense impact on performance. 
Equal access means that the educational system provides all children with education 
of the highest possible quality, while the differences between the institutions within 

Matild Sági: Different backgrounds, different impacts? In. Anikó Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): School, 
development, equity. Budapest: HIERD, pp. 107–120.
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the system are minimal. (Mourshed–Chinezi –Barber, 2010). As for those factors 
that can be influenced by educational policy at the individual/school level, student 
performance is affected, above all, by the quality of teachers’ work and classroom 
practice. (Sanders–Rivers, 1996; Darling-Hammond, 1999; Rockoff, 2004; Rivkin–
Hanushek–Kain, 2005; Fuller–Clarke, 1994; Goldhaber–Brewer, 1997; OECD, 2005; 
Vignoles, 2010) 

Although teachers make individual efforts most of the time (work alone in the 
classroom), relevant research shows that pedagogical work is not individual but 
collective performance. The quality of teachers’ work is strongly influenced by – 
beside individual qualities, motivations, ambition, dedication and experience – the 
supporting professional community they are working in, the degree to which the 
school management supports their work and, where applicable, the intermediate 
institutions that serve as a link between central education management and 
individual schools. (Leithwood–Riehl, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2006; OECD, 2008; 
Scheerens–Bosker, 1997; Teddlie–Reynolds, 2000; Townsend, 2007; Wiseman, 
2009). As evidenced by relevant specialized literature, the cooperation of teachers, 
along with the school management that supports such cooperation play a key role 
in high-quality educational work. For Fullan, cooperation between teachers is so 
important that he introduces a new term to denote it: this is collective capacity. In 
his opinion, collective capacity results in such an intense emotional commitment 
and practical expertise that otherwise cannot be achieved even partly. (Fullan, 
2010; 2011). In their study Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) call attention to the fact 
that education is a collective enterprise where positive and professional cooperation 
improves the output results of students and, at the same time, establishes the 
professionalism of teachers. As Hargreaves and Fullan say, professional autonomy 
should be regarded as a collective phenomenon (instead of an individual one) where 
responsibility and accountability is collective, but the individual teachers are also 
trusted and their personal decisions are supported. In most of their working time, 
teachers continue to work independently, but they enjoy the strength of the team 
(the teaching staff) all the time: the internal self-perception, knowledge, practical 
experience and support of the team are always available to them. The teaching staff, 
at their best, perceive themselves as composed of independent individuals who 
add their divergent concepts, capabilities and skills, various classroom strategies 
and practice to the common knowledge base, which then is used to achieve the 
objectives they had set together (Hargreaves–Fullan, 2012).

As for research on the effectiveness of education, the most important studies 
are those that seek to define the phenomena that may bring about the outstanding 
performance of students who, on the basis of their family background, are 
statistically expected to perform much worse (that is, resilient students). The same 
question can be posed at school level as well: how is it possible that some institutions 
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are able to activate a large number of resilient students? Most studies identified the 
individual characteristics of resilient students. They are individuals with an attitude 
to learning that differs from that of their peers. They dedicate much more time to 
learning, prepare their homework regularly and at a high standard, prepare more 
for work at school, are more active in the classroom, are less prone to being late 
for school or absent, participate in more extracurricular activities (study circles, 
remedial sessions, etc.), are more committed to school activities, have a higher self-
esteem and a more developed sense of schools success and failure (and can handle 
such successes and failures more efficiently that their peers can), and, regardless 
their disadvantaged family, their parents pay greater attention to their progress at 
school (OECD, 2011, 18.). The questions, however, are why and how these individual 
characteristics developed, what role schools play and how such specific individual 
attitudes are established (sometimes in the case of many individuals). These 
questions are difficult to answer, and not only because (as evidenced by previous 
research) resilient schools do not exhibit a simple, quantifiable characteristic 
(such the teacher-student ratio, the class size, school equipment, the number or 
extracurricular activities) that would clearly set them apart from the less successful 
institutions, but also because the correlation between the character of the school 
and student performance is not a one-way street. Rather, there can be a strong 
interaction between the individual factors. Cause-and-effect relationships work 
only within a given theoretical model; therefore, more analyses must be preceded 
by an examination of the mode of action of the theoretical models. (Creemers, 
Kyriakides és Sammons, 2010) 

Basically, psychological research on vulnerability and immunity define two 
resilience types. According to the compensatory model, resilience evolves when the 
impact of the risk factors are neutralized, and during the neutralization process 
the risk factors and the compensatory factors exercise their effects independently, 
that is, they “add up” or “cancel out each other”. In the protective model, the effect 
of a protective factor is not simply the reverse of a risk factor, but much more than 
that. There is an interaction effect between protective and risk factors which, in 
the case of individuals exposed to greater risks, exercises a stronger-than-average 
activating impact on those skills that mitigate the probability of a negative outcome 
and counterbalance the effect of risk exposure. (Rutter, 1985; 1987, Masten–Best–
Garmezy, 1990; Fergusson–Horwood, 2003) In some cases, a third impact model 
is used. This is the challenge model, which suggests that the challenge posed by the 
risk factor (provided it is not too extreme) contributes to the individual’s adaptation 
capabilities and prepares them for the next challenge. (Ledesma, 2014). 

Accordingly, specialized literature on the effects of schools on disadvantaged 
students basically refers to two theoretical models. As per the cumulative effects 
model, the impact of a school on the performance of the individual students is 
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independent of the students’ family background. A good school can significantly 
improve the performance of children of a higher and a lower social status alike, 
while a bad institution has a negative effect on all children, regardless their origin. 
By contrast, in the protective model the way and degree of a school’s effect depends 
on the students’ family background. This means that children from disadvantaged 
family backgrounds can benefit more from a good school than children from more 
favourable family backgrounds do, yet, in some cases, the former are affected more 
by negative school effects as well (OECD, 2011, 70.).

So far, research has not come to a definitive conclusion as to which of the two 
mechanisms of action operates (more intensely) at schools. As evidenced by the results 
of the comparison of countries, there are countries where certain characteristics of 
schools exercise a stronger effect on the output results of students from a lower-status 
family than on the results of students from an average background, yet, in other 
countries the two groups of students are affected by schools in an (almost) similar 
manner (OECD, 2011, 2016a, b, c). In the same way, some significant research results 
show that schools have a stronger (either positive or negative) effect on disadvantaged 
students. In other words, a bad institution has a stronger-than-average negative 
impact on students who come from a disadvantaged family background, while a 
good school can have an effect that is more positive than the average (Hanushek 
et al, 2009, Creemers–Kyriakides–Sammons, 2010). Some other studies failed to 
identify the significant interactive effect between the protective factors and the risk 
factors presumed by the protective model (Fergusson–Horwood, 2003).

Relevant Hungarian research focuses, above all, on the impact of the composition 
of schools in terms of students’ family background on the prevailing institutional 
system of norms, more specifically, on what is regarded as success and how it is 
achieved. The results reflect the facts that in schools where the majority of children 
are disadvantaged – and in general, for students of a low status – the attention 
of teachers is highly important, and that a different system of norms prevails in 
schools with students of variegated family backgrounds. Nevertheless, if a school 
successfully establishes an approach that supports success, then students can 
perform excellently even if the family background composition of the institution 
is unfavourable. The church schools currently operating in Central Europe can 
achieve outstanding results in establishing and strengthening a system of school 
norms that enhances the performance of disadvantaged students. In harmony with 
the results of international research, Hungarian studies also called attention to the 
important role of the collective outlook of the school management and the teaching 
staff in success at school (Pusztai, 2009; 2011; 2015; Bacskai, 2015, Széll, 2016, Sági, 
2016).
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THE OBJECTIVE AND METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH

On the basis of the research result discussed above, it can be reasonably presumed 
that it is not possible to identify an overall, unified mechanism of action of schools 
that can clearly model the impact on students who come from various family 
backgrounds. Therefore, our study does not attempt to analyse in detail the way 
school factors affect the output results of students from various family backgrounds. 
Its objective is far simpler. It seeks to identify which of the two mechanisms of 
action discussed in the international specialized literature is more characteristic of 
Hungarian primary schools: (1) the theoretical model of cumulative effects, which 
means that schools affect the study performance of children from various family 
backgrounds (measured by competency tests) to the same degree and in the same 
direction, or (2) the protective model, which means that school factors and family 
background factors are interacting with each other and, accordingly, the output 
performance of disadvantaged students are impacted by which school they attend 
to a greater degree than the performance of their peers is. Our analysis is the first, 
experimental step of a planned research that attempts to construct, step by step, a 
cause-and-effect model which can reliably identify those characteristics of schools 
that influence the success of disadvantaged students.

The present analysis is based on the data of the National Assessment of Basic 
Competencies of Hungary, which is a standard-based assessment designed 
similarly to the OECD PISA survey. The National ABC measures the reading and 
mathematical competencies of every student in grades 6, 8 and 10. Test scores are 
standardized on the basis of 6th-grade test results of 2008 (with a mean of 1500 and 
a standard deviation of 200). The results of that year can be compared over time and/
or between different group of students. The database contains extensive information 
on student background and that on the school site as well. Since 2011, falling in line 
with the PISA method, a national-level standardized index of economic, social and 
cultural status of students has also been calculated. Its mean equals zero and the 
standard deviation equals one across all 6th, 8th and10th-graders in Hungary. Every 
student has an individual ID; therefore, databases of student assessments performed 
over the years can be linked with each other at the level of the individual student.

For the present analysis, we linked the assessment data of 8th-graders in 2015 with 
the 6th-grade results of the same students in 2013 at the individual level. Students 
who changed school between grade 6 and grade 8 (less than 5% of the total student 
population involved) were omitted from the final database. School-level aggregated 
data (both in 2013 and 2015) were also linked to the student’s individual-level data 
for the further analyses. The final N equals 57,650. 

Based on the mean and standard deviation of the 2013 year-based standardized 
(with mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1) SES index – when the students involved 
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were 6th-graders – we categorized the students into three groups: (1) students whose 
socio-economic status is far below the national average (less than -1), (2) students 
whose social-economic status is far above the national average (more than +1), and 
(3) the rest of the students (whose SES index is around the national average). 

After dividing our original data into the three sub-data categories defined 
above, we applied the same OLS regression model separately with the objective of 
disclosing the causal relationship between schools and student’s achievement. For 
that purpose, we used the following dependent variables: A) raw mathematics test 
scores in grade 8, B) raw reading test scores in grade 8, C) changes in mathematics 
test scores between grade 6 and grade 8, D) changes in reading test scores between 
grade 6 and grade 8. For this experimental analysis, our explanatory models involved 
only the dummy variable of schools.

The comparison of the explanatory power of models as well as the coefficients of 
dummy variables of schools discloses similarities and differences between the effect 
of school on test scores of students with (1) disadvantaged, (2) advantaged and (3) 
average family background. 

RESULTS

DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS
Out of the students involved in our study on the basis on the data of the standard 
normal variate family background index (calculated by the experts of the Educational 
Authority on the basis of the Hungarian national competencies assessment data), 
15.9% fell into the main study group of students from a very low-status social 
background, 13.7% into the subsample of those from a family background that is 
significantly better than the average, and 70.4% into the group of students from an 
average family background. (The students involved in the study were 8th-graders in 
2015, and 6th-graders in 2013). (Table 1)

Table 1 |  The 3 student subsamples created on the basis of the standardized family background 
index of the National Assessment of Competencies: their number of elements and 
percentage composition in the complete database
Primary-school students included in the database of the analysis who were 8th-graders in 
2015 and 6th-graders in 2013, and did not change schools in the meantime.

Groups N %
Disadvantaged (SES index is lower than –1) 9,174 15.9
Average 40,589 70.4
Advantaged (SES index is higher than 1) 7,887 13.7
Total 57,650 100
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In harmony with the previous research results, the case the students included in 
the study showed a strong correlation between the students’ family background 
and their raw test results. The group mean score of the students who come from 
a social background that is significantly less favourable than the average was 40 
points lower (in mathematics) and 110 points lower (in reading) than the mean of 
all students (1,500 points). The group average score of students from an average 
family background was significantly above the mean score (calculated for the 
three categories together) in mathematics and reading alike. As for students from 
families of a significantly higher social status, their mean raw competency score 
was significantly higher in both areas than that of the group of an average family 
background. (Table 2)

Table 2 | Mean of raw test scores and difference between the 6th and 8th grade scores (broken 
down by SES group) 
Skill scores are standardized on common scale, grade-level mean=1500, stddev=200

FAMILY BACKGROUND

Disadvantaged
(SES index is  

lower than –1)

Average Advantaged
(SES index is  

higher than 1)
TOTAL

Mean Standard 
Deviation Mean Standard 

Deviation Mean Standard 
Deviation Mean Standard 

Deviation

Raw mathematics 
score in grade 8 1,459.73 174.27 1,617.01 171.66 1,734.79 169.8 1,500 200

Raw reading score in 
grade 8 1,390.9 171.2 1,564.71 176.56 1,697.79 169.81 1,500 200

Mathematics, 
difference between 
the scores of 6th- and 
8th-graders

97.7 159.45 122.85 122.77 134.15 110.12 120.39 128.17

Reading, difference 
between the scores of 
6th- and 8th-graders

48.94 138.52 62.63 118.26 59.06 113.57 59.97 121.19

% OF TOTAL MEAN SCORE

Disadvantaged
(SES index is  

lower than –1)

Average Advantaged
(SES index is  

higher than 1)
TOTAL

Raw mathematics 
score in 2015 97.3% 107.8% 115.7% 100%

Raw reading score 
in 2015 92.7% 104.3% 113.2% 100%

Mathematics, 
difference between 
the scores of 6th- and 
8th-graders

81.2% 102.0% 111.4% 100%

Reading, difference 
between the scores of 
6th- and 8th-graders

81.6% 104.4% 98.5% 100%
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In the three subsamples (created on the basis of the family background) the 
competency scores of the individual students in the 6th and in the 8th grade (that 
is, the development performance of each student) diverge greatly. As evidenced by 
our results, the mean performance growth of students from the most unfavourable 
family background is 19% lower than that of all students, in mathematics and 
reading alike (97.7 and 48.9 points as opposed to the mean 59.97). That is, our 
results indicate that the gap between the performance of the three groups grew 
significantly in the period between the 6th to and the 9th grade of the primary 
school. (Table 2)

Our data evidence a difference in the deviation within the categories that is 
bigger than the spread in test scores. The spread of 8th-grade raw scores within the 
categories in both competency areas is of approximately the same low value in all the 
three subsamples (the values vary between 169.8 and 176.6). However, with regard to 
the difference of the 6th-grade and 8th-grade scores, the standard deviation within 
the group of students from low-status families is significantly higher than the 
average. The bigger spread within the group is all the more interesting if compared 
to the mean value of the growth score (lower than the mean total). This means that, 
according to the descriptive statistical results, a new gap evolves among students 
from lower-status families in the period between the 6th and the 8th grades of 
the primary school: some students start lagging behind more than the average, 
while others catch up with their peers. (Table 2)

THE KEY RESULTS OF THE CAUSE-AND-EFFECT MODELS

The descriptive statistical results seem to support our hypothesis that the positive or 
negative impacts of schools affect more intensely the output results of students from 
a low-status family than those of their peers from a more favourable background. 
The summary statistical data of our OLS regression model series also confirm this 
hypothesis. (Table 3)

As for our OLS regression models that examine the school impacts of the 8th-
grade test results in mathematics and reading comprehension, in the first phase 
we constructed them for all students involved in our study, that is, without the use 
of categories. Then, we used the same OLS regression models for the categories 
defined on the basis of family background. The only explanatory variable was the 
dummy1 variable of schools, which means that our models show the extent to which 
a school affects the test results of its students. Having examined the cause-and-

1 The value of the dummy variable of a school is 1 if a student attend that school, and 0 if he/she 
doesn’t attend that school. 
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effect explanation of the raw test scores, we constructed the same models for the 
differences between the 6th and 8th-grade test results (which show the progress of 
the primary school students). 

As evidenced by our results, the mathematics and reading test results of the 
8th-graders are significantly influenced by which school they are attending: the 
explanatory power (R2) of our models that measure the impact of school effects 
on raw scores is 23-24%. This result is not surprising, as it falls in line with those 
results of the PISA studies according to which the differences between the quality 
of schools are very big in Hungary (OECD 2013a, b). The models that are based on 
the subsamples defined on the basis of family background convey a more powerful 
message: the explanatory power of our models constructed for the subsample of 
students from disadvantaged families is outstandingly high (46.5% and 49%), while 
it is significantly lower for students who come from an average background (19.7% 
and 15.6%). These results show that, if compared to the output results of students 
of an average status, the output results of low-status students are influenced 
significantly stronger by the quality of the school they are attending (and which 
school they are attending). At this point it must be pointed out that the explanatory 
power of the models is stronger than the average for children who come from 
families of a higher-than-average status. We do not wish to discuss the reasons for 
this phenomenon either now or later, as the present study focuses on disadvantaged 
students. With regard to the explanation of the results of students from high-status 
families, it is recommended that the subsample contain their peers attending 6- or 
8-grade secondary grammar schools as well. (Table 3, R2 values of raw scores)

When examining school impacts, it is worth taking into consideration the 
number of those schools involved where our models indicated a significant impact 
on the output results of students. Overall, the dummy variables of 2,542 schools 
were included in our models as an explanatory factor (which means that the 57,650 
students registered in our database were attending 2,542 schools2). The raw scores of 
students were significantly affected by 41.2% and 44.5% of the schools. This means 
that in four out of ten Hungarian primary schools, the quality of education brings 
about results that diverge from the average significantly. When working with the 
categories broken down by family background, we identified a much lower rate of 
significant school impacts; the rate was especially low for low-status students3. This 
means that in the case of students from low-status families the higher explanatory 
power of the models is caused by the effects of a significantly lower number of schools 
than in the case of students from an average family background. That is, some 

2 at school sites
3 For the reasons specified above, the results of students from high-status families are not analysed 

at this point.
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schools (25.6% and 17.7% of all the schools involved for mathematical skills and 
for reading, respectively) exert a very strong impact (positive or negative) on the 
output results of low-status students, while the rest do so falling in line with the 
group mean value. At this point, it must be emphasized that these results pertain to 
the group mean rather than to the mean total, which means that the impact of these 
schools – if compared to schools attended by disadvantaged students as well – is 
strong. (3 Table, % of significant school effect)

The same results were brought by those of our models that analyse the impact of 
schools on the individual differences in 6th- and 8th-grade test results. This implies 
that, in Hungary, competency development at the individual level is significantly 
influenced by which primary school the given student is attending: the explanatory 
values (R2) of our models that measure the impact of schools on the growth of the 
score points of all 8th-grade primary school students is 26.8% and 18.5%. The models 
that are based on the subsamples defined on the basis of family background convey 
a more powerful message: the explanatory power of our models constructed for 
the subsample of students from disadvantaged families is outstandingly high (49% 
and 43.7%), while it is significantly lower for students who come from an average 
background (25.5% and 17.9%). These results show that, if compared to the basic 
competencies of students of an average status, the basic competencies of low-status 
students are influenced significantly stronger by the quality of the school they are 
attending (and which school they are attending). The explanatory power of these 
models is stronger for children who come from families of a higher-than-average 
status than for children from average-status families, yet, for the reasons specified 
above, we do not discuss the explanation for this phenomenon. (Table 3, R2 values 
of raw scores)

Overall, 39.6% (mathematics) and 26.8% (reading) of the schools involved in 
the model exerted a significant impact on the test score differences indicating the 
improvement of the basic competencies of 8th-graders of primary schools. In the 
categories broken down by family background, we identified a much lower rate of 
significant impacts exerted by schools on added value; the rate was especially low 
for low-status students4. This means that, as far as added values are concerned, in 
the case of students from low-status families the higher explanatory power of the 
models is caused by a significantly lower number of schools than in the case of 
students from an average family background. That is, some schools (20% and only 
15.7% of all the schools involved for the mathematical skills and for reading, 
respectively) exert a very strong impact (positive or negative) on the growth of 
the basic competencies of low-status students, while the rest do so falling in line 

4 For the reasons specified above, the results of students from high-status families are not analysed 
at this point.
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with the group mean value. At this point, too, it must be emphasized that these 
results pertain to the group mean rather than to the mean total, which means that 
the impact of these schools – if compared to schools attended by disadvantaged 
students as well – is strong. At the same time, on the basis of the comparison of the 
explanatory models that pertain to the raw scores and to the differences between 
6th-grade and 8th-grade scores, it is established that the impact of school on 
added value is not stronger than its impact on absolute performance. (3 Table, % of 
significant school effect)

Table 3 | Summary statistics of OLS regression models

Explanatory 
power of the 

model 
(R Square)

Number of 
significant 

school effects

% of 
significant 

school effects

(Total 
number of 

relevant 
schools)

Dependent variable of OLS regression models:
RAW SCORES

Mathematics (disadvantaged) 0.465 512 25.6 (1,999)

Mathematics (average) 0.197 727 29.4 (2,472)

Mathematics (advantaged) 0.303 210 13.9 (1,512)

Reading (disadvantaged) 0.404 353 17.7 (1,999)

Reading (average) 0.157 576 23.3 (2,472)

Reading (advantaged) 0.286 172 11.4 (1,512)

Mathematics (all students together) 0.236 1,047 41.2 (2,542)

Reading (all students together) 0.229 1,130 44.5 (2,542)

Dependent variable of OLS regression models:
DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE 6TH- AND 8TH-GRADE SCORES

Mathematics (disadvantaged) 0.490 400 20.0 (1,999)

Mathematics (average) 0.255 796 32.2 (2,472)

Mathematics (advantaged) 0.297 182 12.0 (1,512)

Reading (disadvantaged) 0.437 314 15.7 (1,999)

Reading (average) 0.179 557 22.5 (2,472)

Reading (advantaged) 0.250 127 8.4 (1,512)

Mathematics (all students together) 0.268 1007 39.6 (2,542)

Reading (all students together) 0.185 681 26.8 (2,542)
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SUMMARY

Our research attempted to establish whether in Hungarian primary schools 
the output results of disadvantaged students are affected by the school they are 
attending more strongly than the output results of their peers. The simplified 
research question was whether the quality of the educational work of schools is 
more important for disadvantaged students than for their peers. Our study is closely 
related to the professional debate on the cumulative effects model as opposed to the 
protective effects model, described in relevant international specialized literature. 

Our analysis uses a database compiled with linking the (school site level) 
individual and school data for 6th- and 8th-graders examined in 2015 during the 
National Assessment of Competencies. The database was broken down into three 
subsamples on the basis of a standardized family background index: students who 
come from 1) a very unfavourable family background, 2) a very favourable family 
background and 3) a family background close to the average. After conducting 
descriptive statistical analyses, we used the same linear regression model series 
separately on each of the three subsamples. In these models, the dependent variables 
were the various measurement results of student competency assessments, while 
the only explanatory variable was the dummy variable of schools. With regard to 
the similar or different nature of school impacts, we drew conclusions from the 
summary statistics of the OLS regression models for the three student groups.

As shown by the results of our descriptive analysis, there are major differences 
between groups of various family backgrounds, in terms of the raw scores and in 
terms of the individual added values. Among students from lower-status families, 
a new gap evolves in the period between the 6th and the 8th grades of the primary 
school: some students start lagging behind more than the average, while others 
catch up with their peers.

These cause-and-effect model series show that, if compared to the output results 
of students of an average status, the output results of low-status students are 
influenced significantly stronger by the quality of the school they are attending (and 
which school they are attending). Stronger school impact is exerted by a lower-than-
average number of schools, which means that some schools have a very strong effect 
(either negative or positive) on the output performance of their low-status students, 
while the effect of the majority of schools is not significant.

The impact of schools related to added values are not stronger than those related 
to absolute performance. 

Therefore, our results show that the quality of the educational work of schools is 
much more important for disadvantaged students than for their peers.
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Entering into and staying in higher 
education. The case of special-needs 
teacher training

INTRODUCTION

In Hungarian higher education, students’ dropout is a serious problem: many leave 
the training system without acquiring a qualification. This holds true even if by 
“qualification” we do not mean a degree but only a pre-degree certificate and even 
if we ignore the training time defined in the training and output requirements of 
the given study programme and we allow for finishing studies beyond the optimum 
time. Dropout is an international phenomenon however, albeit it occurs to different 
degrees in different countries. The rate of students finishing their studies is around 
50–85% if those individuals are also included who take more time than theoretically 
required for the study programme (EAG, 2016: p. 166). This means that there are 
various indicators to measure attrition in higher education, and each country focuses 
on a given indicator that falls in line with its own educational policy priorities or 
statistical systems (Hovdhaugen et al., 2015).

Dropout, then, can be interpreted at the individual, institutional and national 
levels alike. It is important to differentiate between the levels not only in order to 
examine dropout as a phenomenon but also to identify its causes and take measures 
accordingly. Those cases where individuals interrupt their studies temporarily and 
then continue them must be differentiated from those when students enter into a 
new study programme, choose another training site or leave the higher education 
system altogether. International research results evidence that the rate of students 
who discontinue their studies is especially high in the first year after enrolment; 

Marianna Szemerszki: Entering into and staying in higher education. The case of special-needs teacher 
training.. In. Anikó Fehérvári (ed.) (2018): School, development, equity. Budapest: HIERD, pp. 121–134.
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therefore, close attention needs to be devoted to first-year students who are prone 
to feel lost at the beginning of their studies (Horn, 1998; Modernisation…, 2014). 

Research results show that dropout has several reasons and can be approached and 
examined from various perspectives (from the perspectives of sociology, psychology, 
education or educational policy) (Bennett, 2003; Lukács-Sebő, 2015). Our study 
uses the educational policy approach and relies exclusively on administrative data. 
The reason for this is, on the one hand, that the national databases available for 
the study of the topic allow for such an approach and, on the other hand, that in 
the current phase of our research work we intend to present those elements of the 
issue that can be impacted by national measures. To identify the problem, the data 
of the Hungarian Higher Education Information System (Hungarian abbreviation: 
KIR) are used as a basis. KIR is a database that contains detailed higher education 
data of each student and, thus, offers an opportunity to perform analyses that give 
an insight into the particularities of study pathways within the higher education 
system, including temporary interruptions and dropouts.

RESEARCH PROBLEM AND HYPOTHESES

Students participating in teacher training make up a large group within higher 
education students. Moreover, teacher training is one of the fields of education 
that have been most impacted by the higher education reforms of the last decade. 
Although it has some general characteristics, teacher training cannot be regarded 
as a homogeneous field of education, as it entails marked differences as well (Kállai-
Szemerszki, 2016; Veroszta, 2015; Paksi et al., 2015). Our study examines the 
higher education pathways of students who were admitted to special-needs teacher 
training, comparing their admission, progress and attrition indicators with those 
of students who pursue their studies at pre-school teacher or grades 1–4 (ISCED 1) 
teacher training programmes.1

Our analysis focuses on special-needs teacher training, because recent years have 
seen a significant lack of special-needs teachers. Such problems were observed as early 
as the late 2000s, when a study on kindergartens concluded that those kindergartens 
that reject children with special educational needs refer most frequently (86.5%) to 
staffing problems (Vágó, 2008). A qualitative research conducted in 2015 in primary 
schools also concludes that the shortage of professionals – partly as a result of 

1 The study does not cover students attending ISCED 2 and 3 teacher training programmes, as 
the training structure has undergone major changes in the last 10 years: between 2006 and 2012, 
it operated in a two-cycle form, and since 2013 it has been available in a single-cycle form. By 
contrast, the BA programmes of teacher training has not been significantly modified since 2006.
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absolute shortage and partly due to regional differences – poses numerous problems 
from diagnostics to the provision of adequate services, above all, in schools in 
disadvantaged regions (Kállai, 2016; Mártonfi, 2016). 

In the 2000s, the legal regulation of the possibility of integrated education brought 
about significant changes in the practice of the education of SEN children and 
pupils in Hungary. The institutional network that is specialized on the provision of 
special-needs services continue to operate, while mainstream institutions educate a 
growing number and rate of SEN children in an integrated manner, together with 
the other pupils. In the period between academic years 2001/02 and 2009/10, the 
number of individuals requiring special-needs services in kindergartens, primary 
schools, vocational schools, grammar schools, vocational secondary schools and 
special vocational training schools grew by almost one-third: in academic year 
2009/10, 58.1% of all pupils participated in integrated education, as opposed to a 
rate of 21% in 2001. (Fehérvári-Imre-Tomasz, 2011)

The shortage of professionals is aggravated by the fact that special-needs teachers 
play an important role not only in the education of SEN pupils but also in providing 
service for BTMN students (students with learning difficulties, behaviour and 
adaptation problems). Statistical data collection and research (see, for example, the 
institutional questionnaire of Hungary’s National Assessment of Competencies) 
shed light on regional shortages. Above all, heads of schools indicated the greatest 
lack of special-needs teachers in those counties where the number of SEN or BTMN 
children is high. However, the shortage of teachers depends not only on the number 
of SEN or BTMN children but also on the nature of the institutional structure, the 
number of institutions (either integrating or specialized) that offer education for 
SEN or BTMN pupils and the way everyday service is offered to the affected pupils 
(for example, with full-time or travelling teachers). 

The Bologna system, introduced in Hungary in 2006, impacted special-needs 
teacher training as well: the study programmes (the majority of which were college-
level programmes) were replaced by two-cycle programmes, where students 
enter BA education, and then may continue their studies at MA level. The BA 
programme of special-needs teacher training (which qualify students to perform 
professional public education tasks) is an eight-semester study programme. Its 
curriculum covers the joint field of study of special-needs teacher training and the 
professional knowledge as per the special need (chosen by the individual students 
as a specialization).2 

2 The available specializations are as follows: education of persons with intellectual disabilities, 
education of persons with hearing impairment, education of persons with visual impairment, 
speech and language therapy, psychopedagogy, somatopedagogy, education of persons with 
learning difficulties, education of persons with autism spectrum disorder.
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Data show that the number of graduates significantly decreased after the 
introduction of the Bologna system. The study programme was launched in 2006, 
and – due to the recognition of previous studies – the first graduates finished the 
programme as early as in 2008. However, a significant growth of the number of 
BA students did not occur until 2012. At the same time, the number of graduates 
from the previous (college-level) study programmes fell significantly, and the BA 
programmes could not counterbalance the decrease. 

Table 1 |  The number of graduates of BA programmes of special-needs education/special-needs 
teacher

year BA Pre-Bologna college/university training Total
2008 63 1,251 1,314
2009 204 526 730
2010 367 221 588
2011 388 83 471
2012 435 48 483
2013 488 23 511
2014 540 19 559
2015 544 21 565
2016 513 11 524

Source: https://www.oktatas.hu/felsooktatas/felsooktatasi_statisztikak/

Our analysis seeks to identify, if possible, those factors of education that result in a low 
number of graduates and, thus, a long-term shortage of professionals and can explain 
regional shortages. If such factors can be identified in the higher education system, 
it becomes possible to introduce policy measures that may contribute to a long-term 
solution of the problem. The analysis is based on the higher education application and 
admission data for the period between 2008 and 2017, along with the FIR database. The 
latter contains the data of those individuals who started their studies in the autumn of 
2008, and follows up their academic pathway until March 2015. 

For the purposes of the analysis, we formulated the following hypotheses: 
H1: The number of (eligible) applicants is low, and the number of applicants is 

decreasing.
H2: The number of state-funded places is low. Such places are distributed 

unevenly in Hungary/among training institutions. 
H3: A part of the individuals admitted do not enrol/do not start their studies.
H4: The dropout rate is high during the studies.
H5: As a result of the lack of a language exam certificate or due to other reasons, 

not all those who obtain a pre-degree certificate acquire a full degree.
H6: Graduate persons decide to leave the profession.

https://www.oktatas.hu/felsooktatas/felsooktatasi_statisztikak/
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RESULTS

To examine the first hypothesis, we performed a time series analysis of the application 
data. Evidently, the number of applicants was always higher than the number of those 
admitted; there is massive over-application at the study programmes concerned 
(even if compared to other teacher training programmes). This means that the 
chance for admission (admitted individuals/applicants who marked the programme 
as their first choice on the application document) is very low, with the exception of 
year 2008, when – compared to the data of the previous years – the number of 
applicants dropped significantly, while the number of admitted individuals grew. 

Table 2 |  The number of individuals applying for/admitted to the special-needs education 
programme (2006–2016)

All applicants
Applicants who marked the 

programme as the first option on 
the application document

Admitted Chances of being 
admitted

2006 3,909 2,969 1,199  0.40 

2007 2,711 1,826 960  0.53 

2008 2,419 1,464 1,128  0.77 

2009 2,319 1,406 969  0.69 

2010 2,436 1,439 948  0.66 

2011 2,338 1,357 897  0.66 

2012 2,138 1,137 701  0.62 

2013 2,287 1,347 876  0.65 

2014 2,797 1,693 790  0.47 

2015 2,650 1,606 786  0.49 

2016 2,676 1,681 901  0.54 

2017 3,338 2,261 1,392 0.62

Source: www.felvi.hu

The chances of being admitted to the study programme is much lower than 
the national average, and lower than at the BA-level ISCED 1 or ISCED 0 teacher 
training programmes. 2017 was, however, an exceptional year, when the chances of 
being admitted equalled to that of ISCED 1 teacher training and was better than 
that of ISCED 0 teacher training.

http://www.felvi.hu
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Figure 1 |  The number of applicants who marked the programme as the first option on the 
application document and the number of those admitted (ISCED 0 and ISCED 1 teacher 
training programmes) (2008–2017)
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Figure 2 |  The number of applicants who marked the programme as their first choice on the 
application document and the number of those admitted (special-needs education 
programme) (2006–2017)
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For a long time, this has been the first year when the chance of being admitted 
improved and the number of admitted individuals grew. By contrast, these 
indicators, even at their best, stagnated in previous years, which apparently was 
not enough to meet the increasing demands. Most probably, the low number of 
admitted individuals was linked to the limited capacities (in Hungary, only four 
higher education institutions have launched this study programme in the last 
decade). Among the four, one university admitted a larger number of students than 
the other three cumulatively did. 
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Figure 3 |  The proportion of applicants and admitted students at the special-needs education 
programme, broken down by institution (2008, 2016)
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This also implies that, for years, certain geographical territories of Hungary were 
not covered: none of the training institutions were located in Northern or Eastern 
Hungary. The situation was significantly altered in 2017, when ELTE University 
launched an off-site training in Nyíregyháza, and the Faculty of Child and Adult 
Education of the University of Debrecen, launching a programme, became the fifth 
training institution.3 

This development is expected to mitigate regional disparities, because until 
this year applicants from Northern Hungary and the Northern Great Plain have 
decided to pursue their studies in Budapest. As evidenced by research, those 
graduate students who leave their previous place of residence to pursue studies in 
another location often decide to stay there. This phenomenon is detected, above all, 
in the underdeveloped regions of Northern Hungary and the Northern Great Plain 
(Nyüsti-Ceglédi, 2013). This is all the more true for full-time students. However, 
part-time programmes also involve a risk factor: due to large distances, travelling is 
time-consuming and expensive, which may increase the risk of dropout.

Table 3 gives information on the applicants and the persons admitted (broken 
down by full-time and part-time programmes). The reason for this is that the 
composition of the two groups are highly different, not only in terms of age, but 

3 Both training places are located in Eastern Hungary. A total of 212 persons applied for, and 36 were 
admitted to, the off-campus training of ELTE. 458 applied for the programme of the University of 
Debrecen, and 301 were admitted. 
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also in terms of qualification at the time of entry. Although the majority of students 
are those with a secondary grammar school qualification in full-time and part-time 
programmes alike, the rate of those who acquired their secondary school leaving 
examination at a vocational secondary school is somewhat higher in part-time 
programmes than at full-time programmes (one-third in 2008 and 25% in 2016). 
These characteristics have not changed throughout the years. Another permanent 
specificity is that the vast majority of students of the study programmes are women 
(95-96%). 

Table 3 |  The composition of individuals applying for/admitted to the special-needs education 
programme (2008)

Applicants Admitted

Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time

Male 5.4% 3.6% 5.1% 4.2%

Female 94.6% 96.4% 94.9% 95.8%

19 years old or younger 2.4% 63.3% 2.5% 64.8%

20–21 years old 7.7% 28.8% 6.6% 30.2%

22–26 years old 26.6% 6.7% 29.2% 4.4%

27 years or older 63.3% 1.3% 61.7% 0.5%

Secondary grammar school 54.4% 70.3% 57.5% 73.8%

Secondary vocational school 36.2% 21.9% 34.5% 16.8%

Bilingual secondary school 1.8% 4.0% 2.2% 4.7%

Other 7.6% 3.8% 5.8% 4.7%

A significant shift occurred in the period between 2008 and 2016, when the ratio 
of the various forms of funding changed. Until 2013, in part-time education (which 
served more than half of the students admitted to the programme), self-funding was 
dominant, but since 2013 the majority have started their studies within state-funded 
schemes. This may make the study programme more appealing and compensates, 
at least in part, the travel expenses of those who have to choose a relatively distant 
institution. The ratio of full-time and part-time places has undergone a major 
change in the recent decade: in 2016, the number of students admitted to the part-
time study programme was still higher than the number of those admitted to the 
full-time programme, yet the difference was much smaller than in 2008. 
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Figure 4 |  Individuals applying for/admitted to the special-needs education programme, broken 
down by form of funding and programme form (2008, 2016)
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The admission scores of the study programme are relatively high. Given a 
modification of the calculation method, the scores of 2008 and 2016 are difficult 
to compare, still, it is possible to identify the differences between institutions 
and programme forms (full-time or part-time). In 2016, the majority of admitted 
students were granted a state-funded place even in part-time programmes; therefore, 
the difference between the mean scores of students admitted to the full-time and 
the part-time programmes is smaller than it was in 2008. Another fact to be noted 
is that – regardless the large number of admitted students – the mean scores of 
students admitted to the part-time programme of the ELTE University was 425, 
while the mean scores for the full-time programme was 421 in 2016. The highest 
admission scores were those of the University of Szeged; the admission scores of the 
other two universities were significantly lower.4

Therefore, it may be concluded that the first hypothesis (the number of interested 
person is not enough) is not confirmed. However, the low number of state-funded 
places seems to be a problem, even though the data were more favourable in 2017 
than in the previous years. Off-site education and, above all, the inclusion of a new 
site, brought about capacity increase not only in terms of the number of students, 
but also with regard to the mitigation of regional deficiencies.

4 Although there is no available final database of admitted students, the scores of the 2017 admission 
procedure are known and they exhibit the same trend: the admission scores were somewhat higher 
for the part-time programme at ELTE and the University of Szeged alike. The highest admission 
scores (430 points) in 2017 were those of the off-campus part-time training of ELTE in Nyíregyháza.
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In the next section, our study seeks to examine the halts that may occur during 
the academic pathway of an individual. The baseline year is 2008, when 1,153 
students were freshly admitted to the study programme.5 One-fourth of them did 
not commence their studies in the first semester (that is, registered for a passive 
semester); moreover, 16% did not start their studies at all. This held true especially 
for the part-time programme. (The ratios of the study programme are significantly 
higher than those of the other two teacher training BA programmes [6-7%]). This 
means that in spite of the low number of available places unused capacities may 
have remained. Nevertheless, it is not possible to draw conclusions for the present 
situation on the basis of the 2008 data, given that in 2008 many students opted for 
self-funded programmes, which entailed excessive costs for them. In the future, 
it is worth examining whether the growth of state-funded places brought about a 
favourable change in the situation after 2013.

Figure 5 |  The time when students admitted to the special-needs education programme actually 
started their studies (broken down by programme form) (2008) 
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The number and rate of those students who registered for a passive first semester 
and did not start their studies later were the highest at the part-time programme of 
ELTE University. An examination of the place of residence of students who postponed 
their studies (or did not commence them at all) revealed that distance may have 
influenced the decision. For example, a substantial number of admitted persons 

5 In fact, the number of students who enrolled in the autumn of 2008, was somewhat higher. Our 
analysis, however, covers only those students who were admitted in the course of a new admission 
procedure and not, for instance, because of their moving between institutions. 



133

MARIANNA SZEMERSZKI: Entering into and staying in higher education. …

who reside in the farther, Eastern region of Hungary did not start their studies at 
all (41% and 26% of those resident in Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County and Borsod-
Abaúj-Zemplén County, respectively). However, it cannot be claimed that the sole 
reason for the high initial attrition rate was distance, taking into consideration that 
26% of admitted students residing in Budapest did not start the programme either. 
Most probably, financial reasons, high academic requirements and other difficulties 
also played a role in the decision to postpone studies or passivate them definitively.

Figure 6 |  The rate of students who passivated their first semester, broken down by institution and 
programme form (2008)
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Out fourth hypothesis states that the reason for the lack of special-needs teachers 
is a high attrition rate during studies. With regard to attrition, starting one’s studies 
with a passivated semester is a risk factor. Yet data show that, overall, the attrition 
rate among students who passivate their first semester yet commence their studies 
one or two semesters later is not higher, and they do not necessarily need extra 
semesters to finish their studies.6

6 Obviously, at this point it must be noted that, due to the recognition of previous studies, the 
training period can be significantly shorter for students who are studying for their second degree.
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Figure 7 | Attrition rates and the first active semester (2008)
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Teacher training in general and special-needs teacher training in particular are 
not heavily exposed to the risk of dropout compared to other fields of study: 74% 
of students who start their studies finish the programme (acquiring a pre-degree 
certificate at least), which make up two-thirds of all students admitted to the study 
programme (including those as well who did not commence their studies at all). 
Full-time students are more likely to change institution or training, while part-time 
students are more committed to the study programme and institution they have 
chosen. Among part-time students, more than half (56%) of attrition happen in the 
first two semesters and, among full-time students, in the first three semesters.

Figure 8 | Graduation and attrition rate broken down by programme form (2008)
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Full-time students enjoy a more favourable position in terms of graduation. In 
part-time programmes, more students drop out and the rate of those who quit after 
acquiring the pre-degree certificate or passing the final examination is somewhat 
higher, too. The lack of a language exam certificate can be an obstacle at that stage, 
and there are other reasons why students who have completed their studies are not 
issued a degree certificate. Some students were still pursuing their studies in 2015. 
The data reveal institutional characteristics as well. Apparently, the rate of those 
who do not acquire a degree is the highest in the institution that educate the largest 
number of students. 

As for the employment of students who started their studies in 2008 and then 
finished them, no data are available. Higher education statistics show that 500–
600 students acquire a degree from the study programme every year. As evidenced 
by GCTS data7, the vast majority of them (83%) found employment (while 72% of 
pre-school teachers and 70% of ISCED 1 teachers were employed).8 A significant 
proportion of students who graduated in 2011 found employment in their field of 
expertise, more specifically, in education (74%) (Chrappán 2013). This rate is also 
higher than those of the other two BA programmes (pre-school teacher training: 
58%, ISCED 1 teacher training: 50%). 

In the light of the above data, it is concluded that the lack of professionals is 
more attributable to the fact that students come to a halt at various stages of their 
academic career rather than to a lack of applicants or to the fact that degree holders 
are employed outside their professional field. Above all, it is revealed that after a 
difficult entry many decide not to enrol the study programme at all or drop out 
at some later point; consequently, a low number of students acquire a degree, and 
they cannot satisfy the increased demand. Increasing the number of available 
places, covering larger territories in Hungary and extending the Klebelsberg grant 
to students at special-needs teacher training programmes will, most probably, 
make the study programme more appealing to young persons and individuals 
intending to acquire a second degree. At the same time, analyses need to cover the 
institutional-level characteristics of attrition, as well as the systems of educational 
and institutional conditions and the various forms of learning support (or the lack 
of them) which, together, result in higher-than average and institution-specific 
numbers of passive semesters or dropouts. Moreover, the identification of groups at 
risk may contribute to the establishment of a targeted support system that is capable 
of responding to specific problems. 

7 In Hungary a nationwide, centralised Graduate Career Tracking System (GCTS) has been working 
since 2010.

8 https://www.felvi.hu/felveteli/szakok_kepzesek/szakleirasok/!Szakleirasok/index.php/szak/34/
vegzes_utani_kilatasok

https://www.felvi.hu/felveteli/szakok_kepzesek/szakleirasok/!Szakleirasok/index.php/szak/34/vegzes_utani_kilatasok
https://www.felvi.hu/felveteli/szakok_kepzesek/szakleirasok/!Szakleirasok/index.php/szak/34/vegzes_utani_kilatasok
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