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We live in an age of competing economies. There are competitions between bigger regions, countries 

making up a whole continent as well as dynamically developing smaller regions like the one where the 

newer member states of the European Union, including Hungary, are found. They compete for working 

capital, markets and, of course, human resources, quality labour and the innovation potential present in 

the world.

What is competitive knowledge?

For the past decades, there have been a lot of debates about how the competitive knowledge that 

students have to acquire in public education should look like. Now we are close to a consensus. It is widely 

accepted that public education prepares students properly for the challenges of our age (lifelong learning, 

continuous evolution in IT and technology etc.) if it focuses on the acquisition of general competencies 

rather than knowledge. Such a fundamental competency is reading literacy, which is the basis of all learning 

processes, as well as the capacity to reason and communicate both in speech and writing; the ability 

to use their knowledge, which is responsible for the convertibility of real-life problems and theoretical 

knowledge; scientifi c enquiry and the ability to perform scientifi c research etc.

The consensus on how to defi ne competitive knowledge have made it possible and necessary to measure 

this knowledge on an international level. So the PISA survey was born, which provides participating countries 

with indicators about the quality of their public education through measuring competitive knowledge.

The place of Hungarian public education

in the world and Eastern Europe

Table 8 shows how the countries participating in PISA 2006 performed in the three subject areas. 

Performance is not indicated in mean score points but rather as differences (higher, lower or statistically 

identical) from the OECD average. The degree of deviations is not shown within these categories.

There are 12 countries that performed higher than the OECD average in all the three subject areas, while 

there are 23 countries with performance not below the OECD average in any areas. These 23 countries 

(and maybe we can add the Czech Republic) has gained an advantage over the other economies in terms 

of competitiveness. The other side of the coin is represented by those 30 participants which performed 

lower than the OECD average. In the short term, the majority of these economies can expect to attract 

industries that require less qualifi ed labour and probably to face higher unemployment.

Overall, Hungary stands closer to the lower-performing group of countries as we could not achieve above-

average results in any of the subject areas. Moreover, in mathematics and reading we performed lower, 

though not dramatically lower, than the OECD average. Only our science performance is promising but, as 

will be discussed later, we cannot expect progress here either without gradually overwriting traditions.

Within Eastern Europe, we are in the middle. Slovenia, the Czech Republic and Estonia are ahead of us 

in education, just as in economic development. They are on track to catch up with the more developed 

regions of the EU. With its educational reform of 1999, Poland has moved an important step closer to 

establishing high-quality standards in public education. The reading literacy of their 15-year-olds have 

improved 29 score points in six years, and the country, which performed below the OECD average in 2000, 

has already surpassed it.

Behind the four countries mentioned, right in front of the chase, do we fi nd Hungary in the company of 

Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia and Croatia. In these fi ve countries one of the most important questions for the 

next fi ve years will be the following: in which direction will they go from the middle? Will they join Poland, 

which belonged to this group in 2000? Or will they fail to make changes or to preserve the competitiveness 

of their education and students, dropping behind the rest of Europe both economically and socially? From 
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Country Reading Science Mathematics

Finland � � �

Hong Kong-China � � �

Canada � � �

Estonia � � �

New Zealand � � �

Australia � � �

The Netherlands � � �

Liechtenstein � � �

Korea � � �

Slovenia � � �

Switzerland � � �

Macao-China � � �

Belgium � � �

Japan � � �

Taiwan � � �

Austria � � �

Ireland � � �

Czech Republic � � �

United Kingdom � � �

Sweden � � �

Poland � � �

Denmark � � �

France � � �

Iceland � � �

Hungary � � �

United States � � �

Croatia � � �

Latvia � � �

Spain � � �

Lithuania � � �

Slovakia � � �

Norway � � �

Luxembourg � � �

Russia � � �

Italy � � �

Portugal � � �

Greece � � �

Israel � � �

Chile � � �

Serbia � � �

Bulgaria � � �

Uruguay � � �

Turkey � � �

Jordan � � �

Thailand � � �

Romania � � �

Montenegro � � �

Mexico � � �

Indonesia � � �

Argentina � � �

Brazil � � �

Columbia � � �

Tunisia � � �

Azerbaijan � � �

Qatar � � �

Kyrgyzstan � � �

Table 8.   |  Results by country in the three subject areas compared to the OECD average

 Statistically signifi cantly 

above the OECD average

   Not statistically 

signifi cantly different from 

the OECD average

   Statistically signifi cantly 

below the OECD average
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the countries surveyed, currently Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia and Montenegro are at this level. From this 

respect, it is far from encouraging that the performance of Hungary has not changed at all in the fi rst three 

PISA cycles. The curricular reforms that started at the beginning of the 1990s and have been continuously 

implemented since seem to have a theoretical importance only as they could not change the practice and 

effectiveness of education so far.

Everybody knows, for example, that a traditional science class will not provide a possibility for acquiring 

the process of scientifi c enquiry and measurement properly. All curricula have dealt with this problem and 

defi ned those knowledge and competency requirements students need to acquire on a certain level in 

schools. Among the knowledge and skills measured by PISA they proved to be lower performers in those 

related to scientifi c enquiry and measurement, while they were relatively strong in those which primarily 

required theoretical knowledge.

But what can be done when curriculum alone fail to induce changes in education?

Is there a guaranteed formula?

Several successful reform attempts are mentioned in this report, which contain elements worthy of 

attention, but neither can be adopted without reservations in a country the education system of which 

has unique problems. The PISA assessment together with, as we hope, the National Assessment of Basic 

Competencies can provide valuable information for determining an exact diagnosis of the “health” of 

national education in Hungary. If experts could agree on the diagnosis and the goals of the national 

education that would be a good starting point for developing a customized therapy.

What diagnosis can we make of the results of the PISA 2006 survey?

Hungarian national education has conceptual and structural problems. In the following, we will only 

summarize those manifested themselves in the preliminary analysis.

Science related conceptual issues have already been discussed above. We have also mentioned that our 

students’ below-average performance in reading means that many students have limited opportunities for 

learning and acquiring knowledge which will also limit their life opportunities. The signs are apparent in all 

measured content areas, and this was a recurring experience during the coding of the test booklets, that 

students do not have the ability to formulate their arguments, explanations or opinion understandably and 

logically. As a result, they have serious diffi culties not only in the school but also in other life situations, for 

example in their relationships with people. Our experience shows that the core problem of mathematics 

education is that students do not learn to think (which is also true for all the other subjects, though the 

importance and the degree of this factor vary) rather they learn routines. This is how it came about that 

they cannot solve problems involving known mathematical contents (because they fi nd themselves in an 

unknown context) with such effi ciency as their foreign peers who may otherwise have less theoretical 

knowledge of mathematics. The problem of routine-based education would obviously manifest itself in 

physics and chemistry tests as well, but such routine tasks are not included in PISA.

The biggest problem of Hungarian education system is most likely the heterogeneous performance of 

schools. This had already been revealed in PISA 2000 and 2003. While the parents of a Finnish, Estonian 

or Korean student can choose any school for their child as the  majority of schools offer education with 

high and consistent performance standards, in Hungary choosing between schools became a key issue. 

For the past 15 years, parents have carried the burden of responsibility for this choice and as a result – and 

also because of the introduction of 8-year and 6-year grammar schools – school choices are made even 

earlier, causing further damages in the equity of our education system.
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In an ideal school, the performance distribution of students more or less refl ects the performance differences 

in society. In Hungarian schools this is not so. In a typical Hungarian school there are no big differences 

in the socio-economic status of parents and consequently in the capabilities of students, which means 

that school choice is the fi rst step in the “emergence of a caste system” in society where all levels of 

society reproduce themselves with little chance for mobility. Beside the fact that it escalates segregation 

and helps the emergence of low-standard and elite schools, a further problem with this process is that 

the percentage of good-performing students is not as good as in most countries where conditions are 

similar.

Education in Hungary also has serious fi nancial diffi culties. Among the OECD member countries, there 

are only four where spending per student is lower. Given the fact that today one of the most important 

priorities, both economically and socially, is good-quality education, the current level of spending is not 

tenable. Investment in intellectual capital must not be subordinated to short-term interests.

Solutions and therapies

As it is based on a preliminary analysis of the PISA survey, it is not the goal of this report to recommend 

comprehensive solutions for solving the most urgent problems of Hungarian national education, but we 

have three remarks to make.

The fact that results practically did not change in either of the three tested content areas obviously means 

that curricular regulation in itself is not enough to induce changes in the practice of education. In this 

respect, Korea’s example was especially illuminating for us. Korea instantly integrated important elements 

of the curricular reform into school exams and  admission requirements and this way made all participants 

in education, both teachers and students, interested in the development of the given competencies and 

skills.

Everybody agrees that segregation must be reduced, yet some of the changes introduced in the past 

few years have increased it instead of reducing it. Such is the problem of early school choice. Poland, 

which has an education system similar to ours, has postponed this choice with one year to the end of the 

9th grade. They claim that this was an important contribution to the development seen in the past seven 

years.

Finally, we need to talk about spending once more. Among the countries of the world, several examples 

show the fact that investment in education will have returns fi rst in knowledge and then in the economy. 

Even when taking into account the purchasing power of their currency, Canada, Austrian, Switzerland, 

the Netherlands, Belgium, Japan and Finland spend two or three times more on education than Hungary. 

Estonia can be an encouraging example for us as it shows that a country, with an economic status 

identical to that of Hungary, can achieve good results if it sees education as a national agenda of strategic 

importance and accordingly allocates adequate fi nancial resources for it.
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Executive Summary

Today’s Education and Tomorrow’s Society

The unexpectedly poor results in PISA 2000 caused a stir both in the media and among professionals and 
policy makers in Hungary. The analysis showed that Hungarian 15-year-old students drop behind the students 
of Europe, Asia and developed overseas countries in reading as well as in applying knowledge. After the shock, 
however, and unlike in Germany, there were no such plans developed, no such comprehensive programs de-
fi ning specifi c measures introduced that would have  promised a substantial change. As a consequence, an 
analysis of the just completed PISA 2006 survey shows that the performance of Hungarian students has not 
changed at all in the past six years.

There is a close relationship between the quality of education and economic success. The countries that real-
ized this (among others, Finland, Korea and Estonia) made education a strategic sector and, besides initiating 
reform processes, they devoted signifi cant fi nancial resources to initial and higher education. In Hungary, this 
shift has not occurred yet. Currently, in the OECD only Mexico, Turkey, Poland and Slovakia spend less on the 
education of their students between 6 and 15 years of age than Hungary.
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