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Scope and Objectives 

This chapter addresses recent reforms in the regulation system that governed curriculum in Hungary 
during the 1990’s. The presented case is placed within the broader context of educational change in order to 
better understand why and how reforms occur in education systems. The case is also necessarily linked to the 
larger social framework of transitions from non-democratic regimes to democracy and a free-market economy. 
This chapter analyzes the impact of the transition context on educational reform in Hungary, revealing those 
characteristics that distinguish the this case from others. More specifically, the analysis concentrates on those 
elements which are relevant to the theory of educational change as presented in Fullan’s model (1991). It is 
argued that the change process as experienced in Hungary does not necessarily follow linear patterns, as is the 
case in North America, and that coherent outcomes may also emerge from rather chaotic processes. 
 
 The case presented here has a number of unique features. First, it relates to a major system change with 
implications for all elements of education in Hungary. This change is different from that related to one specific 
development project or which targets change in one organisation or predetermined set of schools. However, its 
scope is limited to change in one concrete component of the education system, that of curriculum regulation. 
Second, the change being analysed is not yet fully completed – if completion of change is a meaningful notion; 
that is, not all of its outcomes can be fully evaluated. Nevertheless, it has had a sufficiently long history from 
which substantive analysis can be drawn. Third, the reform presented here was initiated during a period of 
overall social-political transformation. The specifics of the context of the change have to be stressed, 
particularly since it had a major impact on the initiation and implementation of change, and certainly will effect 
the chances of its sustainability.  
 

Hungary, a country of the former Soviet Bloc, experienced a dramatic process of transition from 
communism to democracy and market economy. This process has been different in many respects from that 
experienced by other countries in the region. Free-market mechanisms and genuine civil initiatives appeared 
many years before the political transformation which, proceeded more smoothly in Hungary than in other Soviet 
Block countries. Most of the institutional conditions for a market economy (e.g. company law, market friendly 
tax system, bank reform etc.), as well as the basic democratic institutions (the parliamentary framework, the laws 
on associations and free expression etc.) were created before the fall of communism and proved to be rather 
stable (they survived three democratic elections and change of governments during the nineties).  

 
Transition within the education sector also show particular characteristics in this country. A reform of 

decentralising educational administration was started years before the real political changes, sometimes going 
much further that one could have expected in the framework of a communist state. The balance between 
restoration and modernisation goals has also been a particular feature of educational transformation in Hungary. 
According to Radó (1999), an important aspect of the educational transition process in the former Soviet satellite 
countries, and indeed the motive for change, was the intention to “catch up” with Western Europe. However, 
even if “Europeanisation” was explicitly stated as a major goal (Kreitzberg, 1998), this sometimes meant more a 
desire to restore “traditional European values” than a genuine wish to modernise the system. A particular feature 
of transition in Hungary has been a relatively strong commitment to modernisation. When, for instance, the 
conservatives came to power at the late 90s, they retained most of the elements of modernisation policies in 
education initiated by the liberals.  

 
Despite all the differences, the notion of transition, as it is defined by Birzea (1994), is still valid for the 

case of Hungary. According to Birzea, transition is necessarily accompanied by a certain degree of anomie or 
instability which cannot be neutralised by the goals it strives to reach (i.e., working democracy and market 
economy). More than one decade following the collapse of the communist regimes the one still have to talk about 
a transition period in all new Central and Easter European democracies, including Hungary. 
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Key Concepts 

One of the key concepts addressed in this chapter is that of curriculum regulation. Educational systems 
are regulated through specific mechanisms (administrative, legal, financial, professional etc.) and one of the 
possible goals of educational reform is a change in these mechanisms. Within an education system the question 
of regulation can be raised in connection with a number of functions (e.g. teaching and learning, student flows, 
resource allocation etc.). In this study, the focus of the analysis is the regulation of the curriculum, i.e., the way 
the content of teaching and the delivery of this content is determined and controlled within the educational 
system. Changing the mechanisms of curriculum regulation may mean reallocating the responsibility for 
curricular decisions either to different stakeholders or system levels, or modifying the instruments that the 
different stakeholders (the state, for example) can use to determine the content and the delivery of teaching. This 
notion is closely related to control as used by, for example, Weiss (1988) or to integration as used by Clark 
(1983)1, but it is more connected with policy than with systems theory. Regulation is understood here as a policy 
function which may be reformed in order to make a system more efficient or accountable to democratic control. 
 

A second key concept addressed in this chapter is transition. Following Birzea (1994) and Radó (1999), 
four key of characteristics of this notion are stressed here: (1) Transition is a process of moving from one system 
(non-democratic) to an entirely different one (democratic). (2) Transition is accompanied by crises and radical 
structural readjustments. (3) It is accompanied by uncertainty and destabilisation. (4) It is fundamentally 
mitigated by the more or less well-defined goals and directions of the transition (market economy, modernisation 
etc.).  

 
 A third key concept in this chapter is that change is a positive phenomenon, synonymous with 
adaptation or response to challenges. As stressed earlier, this study aims also to contribute to the theory of 
educational change, as used by Fullan (1991). In the analysis of the Hungarian experience, Fullan’s model will be 
applied, suggesting an enriched conception of the initiation-implementation-outcome/continuation chain. 
 
 This article, in attempting to understand the nature of reform, takes a middle position between those who 
think that changes are initiated and controlled by well-defined social actors and those who think that they are 
determined by structural conditions. Following Archer (1979), we think that educational changes can be 
adequately explained only if both the “…complex kinds of social interactions whose result is the emergence of 
particular forms of education”, and the “complex types of social and educational structures which shape the 
context”, are taken into account. The article will address therefore both. 

The Hungarian Experience 

Hungary is medium sized Central European country with 10 million inhabitants with a territory covering 
93,000 square kilometres. After centuries of being and independent European nation state and following a long 
period of ottoman occupation it became part of the Austrian Empire, in the XVII century and later a composing 
element the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. Following the first World War it became again an independent nation 
state. After the Second World War it was left to the soviet sphere of interest and was part of the soviet block 
during 50 years. Since 1989 the country has been a parliamentary democracy. National conservative parties won 
the first free elections in 1990, then in 1994 a liberal-socialist coalition came to power. The third free elections in 
1998 were won again by the conservatives. The first half of the 1990’s was characterised by a deep economic 
crisis, leading to high inflation and a sharp decrease in production, employment and living standards. Recovery 
started in the second half of the decade: since 1997 there has been a relatively high level of economic growth 
accompanied with macro-economic equilibrium. 

 
Education is naturally only one of the sectors affected by the radical transformation process. The 

changes covered almost all areas of education from the decision making structure to the contents of learning, 
through the structural characteristics of the system and the status of the teaching profession. Curriculum policy is 
one of those areas where the changes were perhaps the most spectacular and also the most controversial. 

 

                                                           
1 Clark uses the term integration to explain how complex higher education systems operating under strongly 
divergent forces are taken together. The major integrating forces in his analysis are the state, the market and the 
academic oligarchy. 
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A new model of curriculum regulation was introduced by the 1993 Education Act, which suspended the 
compulsory application of the former detailed central curricular programmes and introduced a two-level 
regulation system. The new regulations consisted of two key components outlined in separate documents: central 
or national curriculum documents which provided an overall educational framework, and school-level documents 
directly regulating classroom processes.  
 

The 1993 Education Act required that three years following the publication of the national-level 
documents, every school was to prepare its own local documents. These documents would consist of school-
specific “pedagogical programme” as well as the “local curriculum”. The former is a kind of general 
institutional-level strategy elaborated by the teaching staff, based on the evaluation of the particular conditions of 
the given school and defining specific educational goals (e.g. focussing on the fight against failure or on the 
preparation for higher studies). The second is a school level detailed plan of teaching which includes the time-
tables and the subject matter specifications. This policy assumed that a nationally-created assortment of 
programmes would permit schools to choose between creating their own local curriculum and simply applying or 
adapting already existing programmes. 

 
When these decisions were made, the form that these national-level documents were to take was still in 

the discussion stages. It was assumed that the government would provide a general framework, allowing 
sufficient room for schools to create their own local documents. The new national document, called National 
Core Curriculum (NCC), was issued in 1995, two years after the new Education Act and following a long period 
of public debates. One of the outcomes of these debates was the rejection of the original idea of having two 
central regulatory documents: one specifying general principles, and the other containing the detailed contents 
and requirements of the school-based curriculum. NCC combined these two. 

 
Progressive educators in Hungary who were influenced by recent international developments in 

curriculum theory led the creation of the NCC which became, in fact, an up-to-date document. The NCC devoted 
much attention to the so-called cross-curricular areas: communication, health education, information and 
telecommunication technology, technical-practical skills, environment protection etc. Instead of defining 
traditional academic subjects, it defined ten broader areas of knowledge (for example, “Man and Society” and 
“Man and Nature”). It formulated general development requirements for each knowledge area in both the 
elementary (grades 1-6, ISCED 1) and lower secondary (grade 7-10, ISCED 2) cycles. The requirements were 
defined not in function of the existing school types but in function of the age of the pupils, independently of the 
school structure. For example, detailed curricular outcomes within the NCC document were specified only for 
the end of grades 4, 6, 8 and 10, instead of for every school year. This, in turn, allowed adaptable timetables to 
be introduced at the school level, and flexible blocks of time to be devoted to specific knowledge areas. Instead 
of exact number of hours only lower and upper limits were indicated. All these changes provided a high level of 
flexibility within schools. For example, detailed curricular outcomes within the NCC document were specified 
only for the end of grades 4, 6, 8 and 10, instead of for every school year.  This, in turn,  allowed adaptable 
timetables to be introduced at the school level, and flexible blocks of time to be devoted to specific knowledge 
areas. Instead of exact number of hours only lower and upper limits were indicated.  

 
At the school level, the content of the specific pedagogical programme as well as the local or school-

level curriculum was specified in a 1996 Amendment to the Education Act. According to this amendment, the 
school-level curriculum was required to address: (a) the time table, i.e., the list of subjects to be taught at the 
different grade levels and the number of lessons devoted to each subject; (b) the academic requirements or 
attainment targets for each subject; and (c) the forms and procedures for evaluating students. The pedagogical 
programme and the local curriculum were to be first adopted by the teaching staff and then – after an external 
evaluation by nationally accredited experts – approved by the local municipality running the school. The 
preparation of school-level documents was not regulated by other, more detailed legal documents, but rather left 
to the influence of non-legal documents, that is proposals and plans elaborated by different professional bodies. 

 
By 1998, every school had prepared its local documents, approved by the municipalities. The process 

was externally supported by a number of actors through different actions (e.g. pedagogical support institutions 
providing professional advice). The character of these changes became the subject of intense professional and 
political debates. The key players – politicians, researchers, professional pressure groups etc. – involved in the 
new education policy were divided on whether the new form of curriculum regulation would ensure quality. They 
also questioned its impact on the uniformity of education across the nation. After a change of government, in 
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1998, a number of national surveys were conducted to monitor the impact of the new legislation on schools and, 
informed by the results, significant modifications to the legislation were made. Some of these modifications 
pushed the system into different directions than intended by the original document. The majority of the 
modifications, however, helped stabilize the new environment emerging from the changes and was instrumental 
in their institutionalisation. The most important change – prescribed by the 1999 Modification of the Education 
Act – was the introduction of a new regulatory document called Frame Curricula (FC) which was added to the 
NCC. A number of new elements were also added to the rules governing school-level, pedagogical programmes, 
particularly in connection with evaluation and quality assurance.  

 
The development of the FC was undertaken in 1999 and 2000 by professional teams led by the Ministry 

of Education. According to the new law, schools must revise their local curriculum by 2001 to comply with the 
FC. The new regulatory document reintroduced specific subjects (e.g. Physics, Chemistry or History) within the 
ten broad knowledge areas along with annual timetables. It also readjusted the academic requirements to comply 
with the programme cycles of the existing types of institutions (e.g. 8 year basic schools and the gymnasiums), 
dropping the earlier age-related definition of requirements or attainment targets.. As a national document, the 
NCC was not removed, but most of its regulatory functions were transferred to the FC. The two-level system of 
regulation, obliging every school to prepare its own regulatory documents within the broader framework of a 
centralized curriculum, was preserved.  

 
Parallel to the introduction of FC a decision was also made to issue a new ministerial decree to regulate 

the preparation of school-level documents. This new regulation left room for a variety of deviations from the FC 
(for example, schools could continue to teach integrated subjects and interdisciplinary areas, if they so wished vs. 
teaching specific subjects, as prescribed by the FC). It also provided a system of accreditation which allowed 
schools to preserve their own local programs even if they were very different from the FC, provided their quality 
was high and they were nationally recognised. 

An Analysis of the Process of Change Using Fullan’s Model 

The process of reforming curriculum regulation in Hungary cannot be described as linear in nature, 
involving change agents with clear objectives as they introduce and implement reform. Indeed, an external 
observer may be astonished by the contradiction between the number of divergent initiatives characterising the 
process of change, on the one hand, and the ultimate coherence of the outcome of ultimate change, on the other. 
The most intriguing question raised by the Hungarian case is certainly, “How can a chaotic environment produce 
a rather coherent outcome?” An attempt to answer this question is made by analyzing the change process, using 
Fullans’ enriched linear change model, and adapting it to the specific case of Hungary. 

Initiation 

One of the characteristics of the initiation phase of change is that it is difficult to assign an exact 
moment to its commencement and equally difficult to identify those key agents who initiated the reform. 
Certainly, an examination of these events may point to concrete incidents that may be seen as the precipitating 
act or give credit to individuals who may be considered as the initiators of change but historical hindsight may 
prove otherwise.  
 

The history of educational reform in Hungary can be traced back to the mid 1970’s when – following a 
political decision in 1972 by the communist party to introduce broad curriculum reform - one of the education 
ministers realised the great benefit of consulting the Hungarian Academy of Science, the main scientific body in 
Hungary, for advice. The minister felt that academia could provide an impetus to the slow progress of 
educational reform. This was, in fact, what happened: scientists from the Academy prepared a “White Book”, a 
report with a number of reform proposals. However, these proposals were seen as too progressive, resulting in 
their ultimate rejection. Nevertheless, the principles embodied in the report had a lasting influence on the 
educational system in Hungary. 

 
Although it is difficult to unequivocally credit the initiation of the reform initiative to concrete persons 

or groups, a number of key individuals who played a crucial role can be identified. Of these, the outstanding 
contribution of a four-member team of recognised curriculum experts, with significant international experience 
can be noted. These are Zoltán Báthory, József Nagy, Endre Ballér and Péter Szebenyi, all university professors. 
Three of them, as young researchers, participated in the early 70’s in a seminar organised by the International 
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Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievements (IEA) and were strongly influenced by what they 
learned about curriculum theory. One of the group members, Zoltán Báthory was Deputy State Secretary, 
responsible for school education 1994-1998, during the time when NCC was issued and reform was implemented 
at the school level. The idea of creating a new national curriculum was suggested  by this group in the late 80’s 
(Nagy-Szebenyi, 1990; Báthory, 1993).  

 
 A number of individuals also played an important role in the reform of vocational training. The crisis 
emerging in the dual training system (combining school based education and practical training on the workplace 
and enrolling approximately 50% of an age cohort up to 1989) and the strong need for structural readjustment (as 
a consequence of economic restructuring) made the need for reform particularly acute in this sector. A reform 
program financed by the World Bank, supported the lengthening of the general phase of education in technical 
and vocational secondary schools from 8 to 10 years, and set very similar curricular goals (integration, longer 
general education etc.) as did the NCC. Consequently, those individuals in the vocational training sphere 
interested in the success of the World Bank program, also supported the NCC reform initiatives. 
 
 One additional influential reform group in the Hungarian education system must be noted: teacher 
groups or professional associations. Recognising that the new, two-tier regulation model would serve to extend 
their professional autonomy, they became natural supporters of the reform. Endorsement was particularly strong 
among those who were committed to progressive or – as they often referred to it – alternative pedagogy. Some of 
the teacher groups became radical supporters of the change reform; their revolutionary views often caused 
schisms within the larger group of educational supporters.  
 
 Not all teachers, however, were unanimous in their approval of reform. For various reasons, a 
significant proportion of the teaching profession expressed nostalgia towards the former centralised model. This 
was understandable since any reform which enhances public involvement in curricular changes at the school 
level, implies increased external control over the individual teacher. Furthermore, although NCC was conceived 
as an instrument for introducing coherence into diversity, the fact that it was to be used in a decentralised context 
made many teachers think that it was the cause of diversity. 
 

It is unclear whether resources played any role in the reform process. If they did, one could say that the 
introduction of the decentralised regulation model was more an answer to the shortage of resources than an 
attempt to utilise new available resources. Because of the scarcity of resources resulting from the economic crisis 
of the early 90’s, the usual operation of schools could not be maintained. Since the state was no longer able to 
offer the resources needed by the institutions, it gave them the freedom to find alternative sources in order to 
adapt to the strained conditions, even if this meant tolerating modifications to the organisation of pedagogical 
activity. 

 
 It is particularly important to note, however, that during the process of reform, the state did was not just 
“throw the reins between the horses” as aptly expressed by a Hungarian adage. Scarcity of resources often can be 
managed by strengthening control. In the case of Hungary, there was a more-or-less explicit, strategic decision by 
the government to maintain the dynamism and adaptive capacity of the system even at the cost of losing partial 
control over local processes. In spite of the serious operational problems caused by the lack of funds, a number 
of decisions were made to re-deploy resources from daily school operations to curriculum development.  
 

Administrators responsible for ensuring the appropriate operation of the system also played an important 
role. The 1985 Education Act made it possible for schools to apply so-called “particular curricular solutions” 
(that is deviations from the official curriculum) if authorised.  As a result of a liberal authorisation practice, 
school-level curriculum modifications proliferated by the early 90’s. The high number of curricular exceptions in 
schools made the existing regulation framework dysfunctional, causing  the curricular field to become 
uncontrollable. By the first years of the 90’s there was a strong technical need for a new regulatory framework, 
capable of simultaneously assuring coherence and permitting differences. 

 
Following the 1990 Law on Self-governments, which gave the ownership of former state schools to 

local communities, there was a growing contradiction between the new decentralised system of public 
administration and the unchanged mechanisms of curriculum regulation. Schools were now owned and controlled 
by autonomous local municipalities.  However, the centralised system of curriculum control continued to exist 
without appropriate curriculum control instruments. Since inspection, the main venue for regulation, was 
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abolished as early as 1986, the central bureaucracy could not take full responsibility for curricular processes in 
schools in the same manner it did earlier. A more flexible regulation framework was seen as a logical solution.  

 
Another force pushing towards reform at this time was the periodical need to update the content of 

teaching following the development of culture and sciences: a need present in all education systems. The last 
overall curriculum reform, which provided an opportunity to modernise the teaching content, took place in the 
late 70’s. Curriculum specialists expressed concern regarding the obsolete teaching content in schools as well as 
the heavy course load of pupils – and urged reform. This factor is particularly significant because it contributed 
to an important characteristic of the change, that of floating goals. Educators could concentrate on the goal of 
renewing the content of teaching and to forget the other goal of changing the curriculum regulation system. When 
the curriculum experts suggested the idea of creating a new national curriculum by the end of the 80’s, their 
proposal was first to modernise teaching and learning and not to reshape the mechanisms of regulation.  

 
International influences also played an important role in the reform process. As discussed earlier, those 

experts who played a key role in Hungary’s educational reform movement, had substantive knowledge of the 
international scene, while some international agencies, like the World Bank, The Council of Europe, OECD, and 
the influence of particular countries (e.g. the United Kingdom), made a visible impact. Nevertheless, the model 
of curriculum reform that emerged in Hungary is a purely internal product. 

 
The existence of earlier innovations also played an important role in the initiation of educational change 

in Hungary. Curricular innovations in a rigid, centralised system often appear as “experiments”. This was also the 
case in Hungary since the 70’s when the first smaller classroom model was authorised. One of the most 
influential initiatives, at the time, was the establishment of an experimental school in the south of the country (in 
a village named Szentlõrinc) which first showed that deviating from the mainstream does not lead to chaos, 
although it may precipitate conflict and tension. 

 
As already mentioned, local curricular changes proliferated in the education system by the beginning of 

the 90’s. This was deliberately encouraged by certain national level initiatives. As early as 1997, a national 
development fund (“KÖFA”) was created which allowed schools to submit proposals for innovative programs 
and obtain financial support for their implementation. Through such national funding, schools could acquire 
resources that were not controlled by the local municipality. At the same time, the support provided by the 
central administration legitimated their change initiatives within the rather change-resistant local environment. 
Schools also learned to deal with organisational tensions that necessarily arise when change is introduced. As the 
result of this fund, the number of “innovation islands” was already very high, by the late 80’s. 

  
Finally, it is important to underscore the macro-political factors in the initiation of change. Although the 

two-level curriculum regulation model was legislated under a conservative government in 1993, the detailed 
instrument (NCC) was issued in 1995, and was implemented between 1995 and 1998 when the ministry of 
education was under liberal control. The strong commitment by liberals towards curricular freedom and 
modernisation has certainly had a major impact on both the initiation and the implementation phase of 
educational reform.  

Implementation 
Implementation has a determining influence on the fate of reform ideas. Historical analyses often gives 

much more attention to the birth of these ideas than to the crucial question of how they are put into operation. 
However, it is this phase of educational reform that deserves the most attention.  
The macro economic, societal and structural environment of change 

A number of factors related to the broader macro economic and societal context of education had a 
destabilising impact on the education system in Hungary, and strongly influenced the change process. These 
factors are not necessarily related to the phenomenon of transition, as defined earlier. 

 
 The initiation of the curriculum regulation reform in Hungary took place in a context of regional 
economic crisis characteristic of the whole region of the former Soviet block. Prior to the changes in the 
educational system, the economy was stagnating for more than a decade, and reform started at the peak of the 
economic crisis, compounded by a sharp decrease in economic activity and output over several years. In the first 
half of the 90’s, the workforce decreased from more than 5.2 million to 3.8 million. In 1995, the GNP was only 
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84% of that in 1987. Public institutions, including schools, were subjected to particularly serious budget cuts, 
forcing the real value of teacher salaries to  decrease significantly between 1994 and 1996 (National Institute of 
Public Education, 1998).  
 

Another factor leading to destabilisation in the institutional environment was the dramatic demographic 
decline in Hungary during this period. Between 1975 and 1990, the number of the 6 year old age cohort 
decreased by more than 40%. This led not only to a real threat of school closures and/or staff reductions, but also 
to an intensifying competition among schools for pupils and resources. 

 
The implementation of the new curriculum regulation model was also strongly contingent upon a 

number of structural constraints within the existing education system. Many of these constraints had a direct 
impact on the shape that the new curriculum could take, independent of the curriculum regulation pattern 
introduced by the government. 

 
 The most important of the structural changes was the appearance of new school types with a length of 
study (number of years), that was quite different from those previously existing. This led to the modification of 
the vertical structure of the educational system. Before 1990, all students completed their basic education by 
grade 8. Under the new structure, an increasing number of secondary schools started enrolling pupils after grades 
4 and 6. As a consequence, the fundamental question of how long general studies for everybody 
(comprehensiveness) should last was inevitably raised.  The answer to this question was supposed to be partially 
addressed by the new curriculum regulations. Two opposing views appeared. The first advocated that the original 
length of comprehensive schooling should be maintained or extended. The second accepted structural 
differentiation and, as a consequence, supported alternative (e.g. advanced and normal level) curricula for lower 
grades. 
 
 Another (horizontal) structural change with curricular implications was related to the rapid expansion of 
enrolment in general secondary programs and the fall of enrolment in vocational training in grades 9 and 10. 
These expansions led to changes in the social composition and academic capacities of the student population in 
certain school types, which made certain teaching contents and requirements no longer applicable. 
 
 The structural changes remained only partly under the control of the national government. The national 
regulation of the school structure was loosened (e.g. new vertical models were authorised) and the formal central 
planning for enrolment in different profiles (e.g., general vs. vocational) was suspended. Decisions on the 
vertical structural arrangement (e.g. number of grades) and the individual school profile were delegated to the 
local level.  
 
 These changes also modified the context in which curriculum regulation was to work and loaded the 
educational discourse with themes related to issues of class structure and social reproduction. The reason of this 
was that some of the new school forms (e.g. secondary academic schools enrolling 10 and 12 year old pupils) 
took the explicit function of forming a the social elite. The structural regulatory function of curricula came into 
the fore of attention. Those advocating a more prescriptive regulation pattern were now backed by those who 
thought that that the structural unity of the system should be reinforced and, at the other extreme, by those who 
wanted the length of general basic education to be extended and who thought that a looser regulation could move 
change more easily in this direction. 
 
 A further significant impact of the structural changes merits attention. One of the most important 
structural systemic conflicts within education systems is between the general and the vocational-technical sub-
sectors. The Hungarian experience is a rare example of reform endeavours where the general and the vocational 
education sectors reinforce one another. As already mentioned, during the 90’s, the vocational sector was in 
favour of lengthening the general education phase and postponing specialisation to the upper grades; this was in 
harmony with the goals of the NCC reform.  
 
The characteristics of the implementation 

The success of reform implementation depends on a number of elements. In his model, Fullan (1991) 
identifies four major factors: (1) the need, (2) clarity, (3) complexity, and (4) quality/practicality of the proposed 
change. 
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 The “need” factor is not easy to evaluate. While a new content regulation system was undoubtedly 
needed by the mid-90’s, it was unclear whether that was the same form as that adopted in the NCC. Furthermore, 
needs are subjectively perceived.  An external observer may insist that both teachers and schools need reform in 
curriculum regulation but this does not mean that this view was shared by the teachers.  
 
 The “clarity” factor is much easier to evaluate. Although the regulation system proposed in NCC was 
rather clear and coherent, it was entirely new and strikingly different from past practice. The coherence of the 
new system could not be grasped without learning and reflection. This implies that clarity is also a moving 
notion: at the end of the implementation process, the direction and the content of the change were much clearer 
than at the beginning. It must be noted that there were deliberate efforts by the government to make the nature of 
the changes and the implementation process itself clearer. This was the intention behind introducing a separate 
strategy for implementation (Põcze, 1995).  
 
 Introducing a new regulation system is certainly a highly complex change. Sometimes, however, it is not 
the reform being introduced that is complex, but the situation which it intends to address. In the change presented 
here both the situation (a decentralised, diversified system with an inherited, centralised regulation mechanisms), 
and the solution (a new two- level system of regulation) were complex.  
 
 Evaluating the quality and the practicality of change is also a complicated task, partly again because of 
the subjective nature of both the context and the solution. For those schools and teachers, for example, who want 
and are capable of working independently, the NCC regulation model is an appropriate solution. For those who 
need greater direction and closer supervision in their professional activities, this model may be not be as 
applicable. 
 

Those actions and instruments (their richness, coherence and synergy) that are used by the reformers 
during the implementation phase also largely determine the success of the implementation of any reform. In the 
case presented here, a large set of instruments was mobilised in the reform initiative and there were efforts to 
ensure coherence among them. 

 
 As previously addressed, a national supply of curricular programmes was created and offered to schools 
who could adapt them as local curricula. Significant resources were placed at the disposal of those development 
agencies that could produce such programmes for the Ministry of Education. In order to ensure coherence, a 
national standard format was elaborated and an electronic communication network was created to facilitate the 
transfer of information to schools.  
 
 Additionally, a new in-service training system was created with ample resources. All potential providers 
of training were mobilised from teacher training colleges and pedagogical support institutions to pilot schools 
and private training consulting companies.  In general, learning, communication and capacity building at all 
levels was encouraged.  
 
 The central development fund was renewed and the resources placed at its disposal were significantly 
increased. Calls for tenders directly related to the reform were published. Efforts were made to find synergies 
between a major educational development program funded by the Soros Foundation (The Programme for the 
Development of Public Education) and the activities of the innovation fund of the government. The Soros 
Foundation multiplied the resources given for educational development, and spending was submitted to a 
strategy that was in concert with the reform.  
 

The implementation process, however, was characterised by a number of contradictions and paradoxes. 
One of the most striking is that serious reflection about the implementation strategy of the new content regulation 
system began after the system had already been conceived. Post-implementation discussions revealed a number 
of difficulties which, had they been known during the conception process, may have changed the minds of some 
of system’s initiators. The extent of the challenge teachers had to face in every school and the tremendous need 
for external support became clear only during the implementation process of the new regulatory system.  

 
Sometimes decisions about resources were made when there was not yet a clear understanding about 

how these would be used. For example, the 1996 amendment of the Education Act made extensive resources 
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available for in-service teacher training and even made training compulsory for every teacher, but there was no 
idea yet about the system in which the resources could be used nor how the teachers could be trained.  

 
The whole process of change was accompanied by different kinds of uncertainties. Because of the 

novelty of many elements,  an enormous number of questions were raised by teachers, principals and other 
educators that the administration was incapable of answering. A myriad of technical problems arose which, 
during the period implementation ranged from deadline problems, and defects in the electronic communication 
network, to a lack of quality control.  

 
 Macro-political influences also had a strong impact on the implementation process. Since the opposition 
often argued that, if they came to power, they would make significant modifications to the system being 
implemented, many local administrators felt uncertain of the outcome of  the reform process and adopted a “wait-
and-see” attitude. 

Outcomes and Institutionalisation  
The question of the sustainability of change is a key problem in any change initiative. As  Fullan (1991) 

points out, education reforms and change projects are often discontinued when funds are depleted or the will to 
implement them diminishes, and this may even lead to a restoration of the pre-change conditions. This problem 
has  particular relevance in countries of transition, where – when the transition phase is over – some reforms may 
appear as an ephemeral phenomena of a period of instability or uncertainty.  
 

Education reform in Hungary produced a number of important outcomes. Some, like the mobilisation of 
creative energies in schools and within the teaching profession, are clearly positive. Approximately one sixth of 
schools produced a new local curriculum on their own, and only a few schools  adopted centrally-offered 
programmes, without any significant local adaptation. According to a national survey of school principals 
(Szocio-reflex Kft, 1999), human relations within the teaching profession improved in almost one third of schools 
and the professional quality of the staff – as perceived by the respondents of the survey – improved in almost 
70% of the schools. The attitude of many teachers towards developing independent work changed. Recent 
analyses (e.g. Setényi, 2000) have demonstrated that the openness of the Hungarian system to innovation and 
change has dramatically increased. Innovation has now become an institutionalised process, supported by an 
environment which produces regular incentives and a teaching profession which positively responds to them. A 
recent study (OECD, 2001; p. 103) summarizes the following outcomes of the reform:  

 
•  Schools have become much more open to community involvement than ever before; 
•  Cross-disciplinary approaches have become more natural within the schools; 
•  Attempts to adopt the school level program to the special needs of students have 

expanded; 
•  There was a dramatic increase in the need for in-service training among teachers and 

principals; 
•  The traditional relationship between the staff and principal has been radically altered; 
•  The sense of professionalism among principals and teachers has increased. 
 

 Reform, however, does not come without some negative outcomes as well (Balázs et al, 1998; Altrichter 
et al, 1999). For example, the guarantee of program quality in schools was no longer secure and, according to 
some reports (e.g. Vágó, 2000), a relatively high number of schools produced low quality local programs. 
Interestingly the change process also led to a modification of the definition of “quality”, with a growing emphasis 
on consumer satisfaction than on meeting national standards. Differences among schools, which had already been 
evident in Hungary, further increased. As a result, equality has ironically become the least achieved of the 
education policy goals.  
 

The paramount question that has to be raised in connection with changes is to what extent will these 
changes be sustained and/or institutionalised. Fullan (1991) identifies four factors that have a major influence on 
whether educational changes are continued after the implementation phase: (1) active participation, (2) pressure 
and support, (3) changes in behaviour and (4) ownership. Within this conceptual framework, the Hungarian 
reform of curriculum regulation can be characterised as follows.  
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The participation of teachers in the lengthy discussions on reform was already extensive, through a 
number of major national and smaller local conferences. Input from the professional public was also sought 
several times through a number of national surveys. Participation in the reform process itself was also high. 
According to survey of school principals (Szocio-reflex Kft, 1999), taken during the preparation of the school-
level pedagogical program, almost 50% of the teaching staff had participated in the re-examination of their 
current program, 31% in the formulation of the pedagogical program document, and 65% in the preparation  of 
time tables for each school subject. 

 
 External support was also relatively strong, as was the push for change by different professional and 
social groups. Strong professional groups (e.g. curriculum development advisers and innovative teachers) 
emerged supporting reform and exercising pressure on the administration to continue the process, although 
pressure to slow down the changes was also strong. According to survey results (Vágó, 2000), 60% of teachers 
were in favour of reform at the peak of the implementation process in 1998. Attitudinal changes among teachers 
have been massive. After a period of active collective work on school-level diagnosis, self-evaluation and 
strategy-development, new elements have been integrated into the professional behaviour of teachers which has 
led to irreversible modifications (e.g. working in a team on a development project). Finally, the sense of 
ownership has been relatively strong in those schools which have created their own curricula (17%) and made 
serious adaptations to the centrally offered model program (52%). All these factors reinforce the assumption that 
change has become irreversible and its continuation probable. 
 

It should be noted, however, that the continuation of reform is strongly dependent on macro-political 
changes. As referred to earlier, not all the key players in the education policy arena shared the view that a 
flexible, decentralised system of regulation would ensure appropriate quality. However, the return of 
conservatives to power in Hungary in 1998, in a coalition government dominated by a party which did not take 
part in the first government before 1994, cut back the reform, although the pre-change conditions were not 
restored. After 1998, a number of measures were introduced which altered the original regulation model but did 
not transform the essence of the mechanism, i.e., the two-tier system and the school-level obligation of goal 
setting and program planning.  

 
Some elements of reform have even been further reinforced. In the debate on the balance between 

internal and external evaluation and quality control,  the internal model has clearly prevailed. In 1999, a major 
central program called “Comenius 2000” was launched with significant resources, aimed at introducing user-
oriented, institutional level quality assurance mechanisms –entirely in harmony with the spirit of the NCC 
model. More than one third of schools expressed willingness to participate in this program.  

 
There are several additional factors that make a return to the pre-reform conditions highly unlikely. 

First, the accumulation of changes over time at the local level is already so great that the re-introduction now of 
an inflexible regulation mechanism hindering alternative solutions, would cause insurmountable administrative 
problems. Second, the level of institutionalisation of the outcomes of the implementation of the NCC has 
progressed too far ahead.  Thus, any radical return to pre-reform conditions would create too much 
destabilisation. Third, results have shown that, in spite of all the problems, the new system is working and 
corrections are possible within the emerging new framework. Fourth, most of the support mechanisms 
(innovation funds, in-service training system, electronic communication networks etc.) that were created to 
support change, have been preserved and continue to impact on the educational institutions. Finally, the 
international scene, where reforms in developed countries support decentralisation and enhance school level 
autonomy, provides reinforcing feedback to Hungary. This is particularly true in the case of the European Union 
educational programmes, which were opened to Hungary in the mid 1980’s. 

 
 Taking all these factors into consideration, it can be stated with a high level of certainty that the reform 
of curriculum regulation in Hungary is not an ephemeral feature of the transition period. Although the radical 
nature of the reform and the national scope of the changes it introduced would probably not have been possible 
during a period of social and political calmness, its sources cannot be traced back only to the particular 
conditions of social and political upheaval.  
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Discussion 

Educational change in a society in transition necessarily presents particular characteristics which are 
different from what can be observed in societies presenting a more stable environment. The analysis of 
educational reform in Hungary revealed a number of specific features that can be summarised as follows. 

 
(1) Educational changes are strongly related to processes outside the education sector. This is of 

course more or less true for all contexts, including more stable societies. Reforms, like decentralisation in France 
or Sweden, school improvement or restructuring in the USA, or stronger national level involvement in the 
definition of curricula in the UK, cannot be explained only by factors within the education system. However, the 
inter-linkage between internal and external change factors is stronger in transition societies. In the case of 
Hungary, beyond the macro-political changes, the impact of the following external factors on education reform 
must be stressed: economic restructuring and the consecutive crisis of the vocational training sector, public 
administration and public financing reform, demographic changes and the consequent changes in the structure of 
enrolments.  

 
 (2) The change process is not a linear one. Due to the uncertainties characterising of the transition 
period goals are often modified and the instruments available for the achieving these goals also change. At the 
beginning of any reform, goals are not necessarily clearly defined, details of the implementation may be 
unknown, and contradictions in views and approaches may not be made explicit. There are, in fact, alternative 
scenarios which can lead to different outcomes and which become sometimes clear only after the change takes 
place. An important condition to achieve reforms in such circumstances is for the change agents to have flexible 
views, and be perceptive to messages coming from the environment and be ready for compromises; i.e., be 
prepared  to modify their strategy according to the changes in the environment. They have to have a coherent 
value system and, therefore, be capable of reacting to spontaneous developments in a coherent way. As has been 
demonstrated elsewhere, (Halász, 1993), pre-reform conceptualisation was very weak in Hungary. In the case 
presented here, there were several serious modifications in the interpretation of goals and even in the direction of 
the changes. However, a number of basic assumptions (e.g. school level responsibility for curriculum) have never 
been questioned. 
 
 (3) The capacity to manage uncertainty is a critical factor. Given the high level of uncertainty, the 
capacity of the leading agents of reform, as well as the ability of the involved institutions and, in fact, all the 
participating actors, to preserve, on the one hand, their internal coherence and commitments and, on the other 
hand, to make concessions and compromises when needed, is a crucial factor. They all have to keep a balance 
between the normal need for stable rules and accepting the openness of situations. This requires individuals with 
strong professional and ethical commitment combined with pragmatic flexibility. The capacity of key individuals 
in the Hungarian reform movement to manage the uncertainties that arose was rather strong. In fact, they had to 
face a number of uncertainties much before the real transition started due, for instance, to the high demographic 
fluctuations, and the deteriorating financial conditions. As an illustration, a typical experience gained by 
principals in the mid-80’s in Hungary was to prepare their own school rules of organisation and operation, 
without any central support,  when the detailed, central rules of school operation were abolished.  
 
 (4) Higher level willingness to take risk is endemic to societies in transition. Transition environments 
make it easier to take high-risk decisions and, therefore, to set goals that are more ambitious that those set under 
normal circumstances. Experience shows that many of those solutions that are successful had been audacious 
when they were first proposed. Since risk-taking becomes a norm in all spheres of social life, the chance of this 
being seen as irresponsible behaviour diminishes. Risk-taking is also needed because of the reluctance of the 
democratic culture to treat divergences of views and the relative politicisation of administration. Administrators 
identifying themselves with the reform line, risk being “sacked” if the opponents of the reform take office. As 
analysts of the problems of educational management often point out, an important condition of taking school 
leadership positions in Hungary, is the risk-taking capacity of candidates.  
 
 (5) Communication and on-going learning becomes particularly important. In a rapidly changing 
environment, where a number of unforeseen factors arise during change, enhanced communication becomes a 
key condition for successful change to take place. All the participants are in a permanent learning situation, i.e., 
in a situation characterised by the acceptance of ignorance at the beginning and the openness to receive and 
admit new information. One of the most important features of the change process presented here is the growth of 
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communication and learning needs and the creation of new provisions (e.g. public debates, series of professional 
conferences, the creation of new, electronic communication networks, dramatic expansion of in-service training 
facilities etc.) to satisfy these needs.  
 
 (6) Increasing efficiency in use of resources occurs with the accumulation of experience. Since the level 
of planning and preparation is often low, resources are often wasted. In the case presented here, the continuous 
modification of goals and scenarios made even long-term planning impossible. Investment, for instance, in the 
creation of a supply of programmes, textbooks and school-level curricula in accordance with the NCC were 
partly lost with the FC coming into force. Curriculum specialist teams working on the national documents were 
created and dissolved several times. In-service training programmes had to be modified with the appearance of 
new national documents. This also led to fatigue and burnout among educators. However, the experience gained 
during all these exercises was not lost. Ideas which emerged during the preparation of NCC were transmitted to 
the committee working on the FC. The experiences gained before 1998 during the local negotiations on 
pedagogical programmes and local curricula, also will be used in the future revisions of the school level 
documents. 
 
 (7) A pragmatic approach focusing on the instruments of implementation predominates over abstract, 
theoretical conceptions of change. One of the distinctive features of the Hungarian reform process was a 
relatively strong focus on the technical issues of the implementation process. Abstract, theoretical discussions on 
regulation models did not characterise this phase. Even the opposite may be said: sometimes solutions were 
presented as representing different models or approaches subsequent to their practical application. Opponents of 
Hungary’s educational reform often criticised the fact that the publication of explicit conceptions always 
followed the adoption of regulations or the implementation of measures based on them. 
 
 In the final analysis, two major conclusions can be formulated. First, broader social transition 
experienced by a nation may have both positive and negative impacts on educational change (taking the latter as 
desirable). On the one hand, transition naturally facilitates changes in the education system, but it also makes 
them more fragile. Therefore, particular attention has to be given to those factors that make the implementation 
of the changes more efficient and that lead to higher level institutionalisation. Second, the description and 
explanation of educational changes in environments of transition requires particular models. This model cannot 
be a linear one, as those used in more stable environments. In this model, (a) change has to be taken not only as a 
goal but also as an outcome of an open process; and (b) in the analysis, the focus of the attention has to be shifted 
from the original goals of change (as defined by the initiators) to the environment which not only determines 
whether or not those goals are achieved but also serves to continuously modify them.  

References 

Altrichter, H., Halasz, G. (1999). Comparative Analysis of Decentralisation Policies and their Results in Middle 
European Countries. Final Report. Manuscript, Budapest - Linz 

Archer, M. (1979). The Social Origins of Education Systems. Sage Publications. London and Beverly Hills 
Balázs, E., Halász, G., Imre, A., Moldován, J., Nagy, M., (1998). Inter-governmental Roles in the Delivery of 

Educational Services – Hungary. Manuscript, National Institute of Public Education, Budapest 
Báthory, Zoltán (1993). A National Core Curriculum and the Democratization of Public Education in Hungary', 

Curriculum Studies, Number 1, pp. 91-104 
Birzea, C. (1994). Education policies of the countries in transition, Council of Europe Press, Strasbourg 
Fullan, M. G. (1991). The New Meaning of Change. Teacher Collage, Columbia University 
Halász, G (1993). The Policy of School Autonomy and the Reform of Educational Administration: Hungarian 

Changes in an East European Perspective, International Review of Education, Vol 39, No. 6., November 
Kreitzberg, P. (1998). Educational transition in Estonia, 1987-1996. In. Paul Beresford-Hill (ed.). Education and 

Privatisation in Eastern Europe and the Baltic Republics. Oxford Studies in Comparative Education,  
Ministry of Culture and Education Hungary (1996): National Core Curriculum  
Nagy J., Szebenyi, P (1990). Curriculum Policy in Hungary. Hungarian Institute of for Educational Research, 

Budapest 
OECD (2001): New School Management Approaches. Paris 
Põcze, G. (1995): A NAT és a gyakorlat. A Nemzeti Alaptanterv implementációja. (The NCC and the practice. 

The implementation of the National Core Curriculum), Új Pedagógiai Szemle, 1995. 4., 12-36. 
Radó, P. (1999). Transition in education. The key education policy areas in the Central-European and Baltic 

countries, Institute for Education Policy, Open Society Institute, Budapest  



4/11/2002       6:11 DU. 

 

13 

13 

National Institute of Public Education (1998). Education in Hungary, 1997, Budapest  
Setényi, J. (2000). Study on What works Innovation in Education. New School Management Approaches, 

Hungarian Background Report to OECD, Budapest. 
Szocio-reflex Kft (1999). A nemzeti alaptanterv bevezetése, az iskolák helyi tanterve 1998 õszén. (The 

implementation of the national core curriculum and the local curriculum of schools in the autumn of 1998), 
manuscript, Budapest 

Vágó, I. (2000). Az oktatás tartalma. (The content of education). In. Jelentés a magyar közoktatásról - 2000. 
(Report on school education – 2000), National Institute of Public Education. To be published 

Weiss, J. (1988). Control in School Organisations. Theoretical Perspectives. In. W. Clune & J. Witte (Eds.) 
Choice and Control in American Education. Falmer, Philadelphia, 91-134. 

 
 
ABSTRACT 
 

The study presents the change of the system of curriculum regulation in Hungary during the nineties with a 
double focus. The presented case is put into the broader context of educational change with the aim to help 
the understanding of why and how reforms occur in education systems. It is also put into the broader 
problematic of transitions from non-democratic regimes to democracy and market economy. It analyses the 
impact of the transition context on the Hungarian education reform, revealing those characteristics that 
distinguishes the Hungarian case from others. The main conclusion of the study is that social transition 
favours educational changes but it also makes outcomes fragile. Another conclusion is that the change 
process do not necessarily follows linear patterns. If certain conditions are given (e.g. the key agents with 
both coherent views and compromise making attitudes) coherent outcomes may emerge also from rather 
chaotic processes. 
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