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Summary

This study is aimed at contributing to the third subject panel – Technology, knowledge and learning (Education and skills, Intellectual capital, Brain drain, S&T, ICTs) – defined in January 2001 by the Steering Committee of the project. Its scope is rather limited both geographically and thematically. It is focusing on data, comments and analysis of human capital formation within and outside the system of education in one accessing country only, namely in Hungary. It will not extend to the problems of brain drain or a detailed analysis of the problems of technology and the new requirements following rapid technological changes – with the exception of ICT in schools, a subject closely related to educational efficiency. It will follow rather the line suggested by the terms of reference as described in the second part of the same document.

Data on educational development in accessing countries let doubts concerning the real quality of education behind them. Erich Gundlach’s background paper (Gundlach, 2001) demonstrates these doubts using the example of the Ostländer in Germany. Hungary’s official time series on education (cited in Andorka – Harcsa, 1990) also give a positive impression of steady development on the one hand and founds the popular belief in a highly qualified and reliable Hungarian workforce. On the other hand, sociological and economic researchers have reiterated their criticisms concerning the weaknesses and inefficiency in the educational system of Hungary since the end of the sixties. As education has a long lasting effect on economy and society, it is not unreasonable to start our overview at those analyses.

It is well known that the enrolment in the primary level extended practically to the whole cohorts by the sixties and seventies of the last century while secondary education was adapted to the short-term needs of economy and the entrance to higher education remained limited until the nineties. Almost half of each cohort was oriented to 2–3 year vocational training schools called “incomplete secondary education” which can be considered rather a tentative to complete the primary level than the beginning of real secondary studies.

Critical sociologists pointed to the unequal chances – if not a lack of further chances – offered by these institutions and tried to find its positive meaning for the large mass of youth going through this institution in its survival value and vertical social mobility value. Following Kornai (1980) economists interpret it as an institution satisfying the needs of a particular economic system based on permanent shortage and a strict control of wage means on the enterprise level – hence needing large amount of low paid workers.

The problem of vocational schools partly pointed back to the poor quality of primary schools. Social criticism of the primary school started with the first sociological studies in the sixties with unveiling that socio-cultural inequalities did not diminish but grew in primary schools and the large part of pupils did not get prepared for further studies. The economic explanation cited above remains valid for this phenomenon as well. It also explains why adult education did not become a booming sector under such conditions. It served well-defined goals only: alphabetisation campaigns on the one hand (i.e. evening courses for completing the 8 year of primary schooling) and ideological campaigns for positive discrimination in access to cultural values on the other. (Szelényi and Aschaffenburg (1993) demonstrated the inefficiency of these efforts.)

A shocking calculation (Laki, 1991) shows that even taking positive figures at their face value we find one third of the population falling out of the educational system if we sum up those who do not complete their primary schooling, do not enter or drop out from a secondary institution. This analysis demonstrates a reproduction of low level education and warns us of a cultural split within the Hungarian society.

Adult education: running for credentials at higher levels – running for survival at the lower levels

1. Doubtful indices of educational quality

Participants of the IPTS Enlargement Futures project pointed out that “Although education statistics on the candidate countries show relatively high scores, there are also indications that their education systems are not really geared up to teaching the technical and managerial skills needed in modern market economies and free societies.”

This observation does fit to Hungary as well. Since 1950, the rate of scolarisation in the cohorts of primary schooling has never fallen below 95 percent, since 1960 it remains above 98 percent and the percentage of those who completed their primary studies grew from almost 80 percent in 1960 to more than 95 percent in 1989. Since 1980, more than 93 percent of those who completed their primary schooling entered a secondary level institution each year and roughly two third of the cohorts concerned completed their studies in these institutions, all along the eighties. The slowest growth could be observed in the rate of entrance to the higher education among successful secondary school leavers. During twenty years, it went up from 30 percent in 1960 to less than 40 percent in 1989. Although this growth rate resulted in quadrupling the percentage of graduated individuals in the respective cohorts in the same period, even so it rose only to 11,9 percent in 1989.  (See Table 1 based on Andorka – Harcsa, 1990)

(a) The problems of vocational training schools

Problems emerge when one takes into consideration the type of the secondary institutions. Until the big transformations in the nineties, only two of the three main secondary institutions (the general and technical secondary school) offered complete secondary degree after four years of studies – i.e. the result was sanctioned by a matriculation exam (in Hungarian: érettségi), a final examination similar to the German Abitur and the British GSCE and giving right to enter higher education. The third institution, the vocational training school channelled its 15 to 17 year old trainees to the workplaces after finishing a 2 to 3 year training programme. While this school practically barred the way of further studies, in legal terms it was not a deadlock: passing three more years in technical secondary studies might lead the most ambitious to the matriculation exam and reintegrated them into the mainstream education. The true value of the institution as a secondary level one found its expression in the fact that the three year programme was officially equalled to the first year of the technical secondary school, a full secondary institution. Another solid basis for this evaluation was that pupils arrived to vocational training schools with worse and worse marks from the primary schools. That also meant that vocational schools had to reiterate teaching a large part of the primary school curriculum that was needed as a basis for vocational curriculum (e.g. calculation of percentage, calculations with fractions, transformation of measures and scales). These repetitions made general teaching even more boring. Typically, vocational school was considered as the shortest way to avoid boring general education for the sake of practical knowledge of survival value. Not surprisingly, trainees gave priority to workplace socialisation (just like their masters did) absorbing all kinds of practical skills needed at the workplace and a rudimentary market opening up in Kádár’s Hungary since the seventies. (Csákó – Liskó, 1984)

“Theoretical” or classroom teaching was devalued semi-officially as well. Although completed primary studies were defined as a precondition to enter vocational training by law, there were several special exceptions accepted or tacitly tolerated to this rule. Of course, those who decided to continue their studies for a matriculation exam, came from the better side of the scale.

The heterogeneity of the secondary level made it easy to blow up the numbers of secondary education by putting in the same statistical basket everyone who continued his/her studies after having completed the primary school. More than 93 percent of primary school leavers entered a secondary institution each year during the eighties, and knowing that more than 95 percent of each cohort completed that level that means more than 80 percent at least went further. But if we look at the low percentage of the cohorts in general secondary institutions and even in technical secondary institutions as shown in Table 1, we understand that the largest group was secondary only in name, in the reality it was a group of primary level vocational trainees. 

We see that general subjects in vocational schools added nothing the poor primary level, but how high could be the vocational quality of an education built on such rudimentary general basis? It not necessarily satisfied a workplace where drawing or reading blueprints was a requirement. It also could lead to problems in case of using modern technology with some cultural preconditions. (E.g. a plain glass plant, in the seventies, a newly installed Japanese hot glass rolling equipment needed permanent temperature, but workers felt too hot in the shop and time to time let cold air in resulting in many broken glasses. It is true, that local service companies were unable to keep heating gas pressure and electric voltage stabilised within the range needed by the new machinery, too.)

I have to underline that this kind of cultural problems did not necessarily resulted of attitudinal problems. One of the best turner trainees in a shop clearly expressed his preferences and dispreferences in work: he accepted working hard and cutting even one kilogram material off but he disliked small pieces which needed finely adjusted movements. In the first survey of vocational training in Hungary it was found that positive attitude towards precision in work grew steadily both with learning achievement in primary school and the family’s vocational history: trainees with skilled worker fathers and grandfathers were far more positive than those who would become the first generation of skilled workers in the family. (Csákó – Liskó, 1982) But the main social function of this institution was to offer a bridge to unskilled and agricultural workers to send their children upward, into the world of skilled workers.

Vocational training was focused on industry: about 30 percent of the trainees were enrolled as some sort of mechanic each year. Curricula and certificates were excessively specialised: one could become a mechanic for electrical machinery or for elevators or for agricultural machinery or for construction machinery etc. etc. Over-specialisation meant that most trainees did not get skilled but simply semi-skilled workers. At that level they even could be considered over-trained: the jobs they got could normally be fulfilled after a shorter training time. Such “order of things” – to quote Paul Grignon’s (1971) highly appropriate title – had two positive side-effects: it consolidated the trainee’s (and later skilled workers’) self-esteem on the one hand and contributed to build the long lasting prestige of Hungarian skilled workers. 

But it served the needs of the existing socialist enterprises and those trainees who aspired to become really skilled made efforts to get to a “master” easy-moving not only within the enterprise but also in the “free” market of the Kádár-regime. To become successful on the market, they needed a much wider range of skills than they could get in the vocational school or in the training shop of the enterprise. At that point, the official system of vocational training was paired with a more traditional apprenticeship on the side of a “master” – a skilled worker taking care of and using as a work-aide the trainee privately. This “private exploitation” of the most fortunate trainees gave them the additional advantage of becoming more versatile at their workplace.

If we turn towards the economists’ explanations the order of the things unveil itself entirely. Technology, rules of financial control, sellers’ market and generalised shortage in the economy strengthened each others’ effect on the quality of vocational training. The technology used in Hungarian economy of the sixties and seventies was mostly obsolete. It did not need modern skills. Even if some schools made efforts to bring trainees closer to up to date technological solutions, few in their working life could expect to see any such tools or methods in Hungarian enterprises. An important tool to control the financial management of the socialist enterprises was the limitation of wage average. This measure motivated the enterprises to hire large amount of low paid workers in order to be able to pay better some higher level personnel. There was no concurrence in the market dominated by the sellers. So buyers had no real choice and could not press or motivate producers to improve the quality of their products and services. In such conditions producing and service organisations had no motivation either to innovate and/or to look for more qualified workers. Finally, in an economy of shortage one has to find ad hoc solutions every day for a series of unforeseeable problems. In that economic system enterprises needed rather low level technical skills but high readiness to resolve ad hoc shortage situations, a sort of creativity of a bricoleur instead of the creativity of a modern worker. This was the point where lucky trainees were able to make profit out of being “privately exploited” by their master after official working hours and week-ends.

Based on the economists’ and sociologists’ arguments, it is to admit that the system of vocational education served rather well that special type of economy and the efforts of socialist modernisation, while cannot do the same for a market economy. 

If it is so, why do we spend so much time analysing a past which disappeared forever? There is more than one reason to do so. First, in spite of many idea and preparations in the background, positive changes can be observed in the national data since 1994 only. (See Figure 1 based on Vukovich – Harcsa, 1999) That was the year when full secondary schools output bursted out while the number of new skilled workers with incompletee secondary education began to diminish significantly. Of course, for completing 4 year studies in 1994, one had to start them in 1990. However, in a national survey of vocational training in 1993 we found that as many trainees entered (and were enrolled by the schools to) metallurgy as before the crisis hit this branch and most big plants closed down. So, transition in VET was not a turn taken overnight but a longer period along the nineties. Second, having got a skilled worker’s certificate at the age of 17, those who got it as early as in 1961 are now 57 only – still well below the age of retiring. The turn into a real market economy in the nineties made many of these certified skilled workers unemployed temporarily or definitely. When we are looking for means to raise the return rate of human capital investment through improving educational efficiency, we also have to consider how slow the demographic change of the workforce is in most occupation.

This general insight is even more important in Hungary where the number of 15 year old cohort (i.e. those who enter the working age by definition) is steadily decreasing from 3,1 percent of the whole population in working age in 1990 to 2,0 percent in 1999. (On the effect of the decreasing birth rate see Figure 2.) On the other hand, administrative measures raising the age of retirement keep a growing part of older cohorts in the economically active population.

How the system was transformed? Does it serve appropriately the new market economy? How can we measure the quality of its output now?

While the beginning of the transition to the market economy used to be dated to 1989 or 1990, and it was after that date that basic structural transformations started in the vocational training system, there also had been a long, almost continuous modernisation aimed at raising the quality of training mainly by increasing the weight of theoretical parts in the curricula, from the seventies on to the nineties. Also there was a growing number of trades with programmes redefined for 4 year training instead of 3 year, and consequently offered since then in technical secondary type of school, not in vocational training school. Time to time also new efforts were made to strengthen the part of general education within the vocational curricula. All these changes went in the same direction that took dominance in the nineties.

It is not surprising that high officials and expert of the Hungarian vocational training have regularly co-operated with Cedefop before the transition in the eighties.

All that means nothing to our particular subject here (namely measurable indices of human capital) because indices used in institutional practice in Hungary had no visible qualitative content. So, if at the national level, the system of vocational training was considered over-specialised, the number of individual training programmes did not contain such a judgement, it resulted of experts’ interpretation. The only exception I know was a standard publication of the average mark with which future trainees left the primary school: it declined steadily from fair (3) in the early sixties to very weak (2) in the mid-seventies. When it fell below that into the unsatisfactory range, it ceased to be published forever. Even if it was useful to give an impression in one country, educationalists know well the limited value of marks given in schools and international standardisation cannot be attained using marks. Only test scores like those of TIMSS may be used for international comparison – Hungary co-operates in several such programmes (see later). Their scope is however limited, too (mainly by the nature of the subject field). In Hungary, both the criticism and the proposals concerning vocational training came out of special surveys and expertise: standard indices talk to those only, who have ears.

Admitting with Gundlach (2001) that the East-German case is very special because of the importation of a legal system with ready-made institutions, accessing countries still have an analogous situation. Hungary can be the closest among them because Hungary enjoys the largest amount of foreign capital investment both in absolute terms and per capita. If Hungarian institutions are slow to establish the proper framework for receiving EU funds (e.g. Sapard), this fact can reaffirm in a generalised way Gundlach’s conclusion stating that human capital deficiencies may provide better explanation for the (low) speed of development (not only in productivity but in any field) than the lack of physical capital. However, Hungary and the other accessing countries also should import new institutions in one form or another, only it costs more to decide on the form and to get familiar with the idea. Deputy state secretary András Benedek (2001), the highest official responsible for VET in Hungary, points out that many actors who took an active part in the so-called World Bank Programme for new curricula in vocational education did not yet understand at that time that they were working for a new structure of the whole VET system for the long run.

World Bank credit and Phare funds were offered for restructuring secondary education raising the age of vocational choice and giving more time to general secondary education with a vocational orientation period. One cannot deny however that they also covered the investment in the participating teachers’ and school heads’ human capital, i.e. in their creativity, strategic thinking and autonomy. I do not think the result is measurable in number of new curricula or in hours per month of keeping contact with foreign colleagues. In recent years we can see impressive data of that kind. But to turn such information into standard indices would imply that new curriculum-building is equally necessary at any time or it is better to spend two hours per day on-line communicating with a British or Portuguese colleague than two hours per week only. Economists know some ways to measure human capital but for sociologists it always appears in particular masks (e.g. basic education, second chance, second university degree, unemployment retraining, further education, teacher training, on the job training – and how to classify the participation in a development project?) which are more important than the general fact of investment.

The individual return to education has grown largely during the transition period in Hungary. Kertesi and Köllő (1999) demonstrated that the last decades of the former regime saw a decline in return to education but this trend changed into a sharp increase as early as in 1987, particularly for those who got a degree in higher education.
 They refer to Rutkowski (1996) who demonstrated similar growth rates in the wage advantage of educated workers in the Czech Republic, Poland, and Slovenia. In Hungary the wages grew 20 percent in the category of higher education and almost 10 percent in the category of secondary education, while no change in the value of basic vocational training relative to the primary school grade could be observed.

Analysing the effect of the job grade it was found that an increase in the market value of non-manual and managerial positions largely contributed to the growth of the return to education: in the managerial and university level category mainly between 1986 and 1989 and in a lesser extent between 1992 and 1996, while in lower level combined categories mainly between 1989 and 1992. After 1992, the secondary non-manual category saw their market value stagnate, while the wages of manual categories with secondary level education declined.
 We can only guess whether the former growth can be interpreted as a result of the slow improvement of the quality of education since the seventies or it is better to consider it a conjunctural effect in a troubled period. During the whole period between 1987 and 1996, non-managerial non-manuals with secondary education increased their wage level relative to manual workers with 8 or less completed class by 20 percent, non-managerial non-manuals with higher education increased their advantage by 35 percent and managers with higher education gained 55 percent.

The measurement of return to human capital investment is made even more difficult in the former socialist countries by the strong devaluation of work experience accumulated mainly under the former regime. This effect hitted stronger the better educated part of the labour force: “A person with university diploma and 15–30 years of experience lost more than 20 percent of his/her former experience-related wage premium.” (Kertesi – Köllő, 1999:9)

Kertesi and Köllő’s (2000a) analysis provides additional evidences for that human capital of the younger cohorts represents new type of knowledge which is valuated more in the market economy than former skills accumulated in the socialist economy. In the categories with higher education “the experience gap (i.e. in the market value of experience in wages – M. Cs.) between old and young cohorts decreased by 10–12 percent by 1996”, while “the rise in return to secondary school was taking place entirely in the younger cohorts”. (Op. cit., 10) There is still a further evidence supporting the proposition that those who graduated after 1986 got different knowledge than those who graduated before that year. The two young cohorts among those with higher degree saw a large gap (6–10 percent) between each other in terms of increase in return immediately after the very transitional years, in 1992–1994. The gap between the two cohorts completely disappeared by 1996. This fact suggest that “1986–87 was the turning point in the story of higher education in Hungary when the quality of schooling changed substantially. People who graduated in and after the 1987–1989 period were fortunate enough to receive a kind of education which proved to be very useful in the market economy.” (Ibid.) This analysis underlines the question concerning the effect of the World Bank Programme in the VET, restructuring in secondary public education and other new developments as investments in human capital. Shall we find a new turning point when the first cohorts come out of these programmes?  The distance between cohorts is affected, on the other hand, by the fact that the older cohorts lost about 40 percent of their former gains after 1993, as market economy started to evolve at full scale.

After comparing mean residual real wages over time in order to approach the returns to unmeasurable skills, Kertesi and Köllő (1999) concludes that “the revaluation of human capital during the transition can be properly described by the measurable skill proxies of schooling and experience”. (Op. cit., 11. My italics – M. Cs.)

An in-depth analysis of changes in productivity, also comparing domestic and foreign firms operating in Hungary gave no definite answer to the link between revaluation of human capital and productivity in the nineties in Hungary. The only result we can draw points to the rising return to education in the younger cohorts of labour force. Foreign companies pay considerably higher wages and preferably employ young and educated workers with productivity higher than older skilled workers attain in same conditions. These companies brought about technological renewal with large-scale FDI after 1992. It is characteristic that no similar differentials between the productivity of young-skilled and old-skilled labour are found in domestic firms.

The conclusion is however blurred by the fact that the general rise in the returns to education happened between 1989 and 1992 when (1) technological change was minimal, (2) foreign enterprises were not yet present, (3) the market economy did not yet function properly, and (4) productivity trends did not support the growing appreciation of education-based skills. So Kertesi and Köllő (2000) have not yet got a decisive answer to the question why younger skilled (educated) workers are more productive, especially in foreign firms.

The analyses of the developments in Hungarian vocational training system overviewed above
 offer very interesting insights but again no decisive answer to the question: what kind of measures can be used as better indicators of growth in human capital? 

(b) The structure of public education

Table 2 is edited by Woodhall (1987) in order to summarise the results of surveys made in 44 countries and reviewed by Psacharopoulos (1981).
 It is found that the returns to primary education are the highest among all educational levels, while the returns to higher education are the lowest; the more advanced is the country the lower are the returns at any level. As the group without primary education should be used as basic group in the comparison, when primary schooling is practically extended to the whole population, there is no way to measure its additional value any more. This is now getting true for Hungary, too.

In terms of system analysis, Green (1980) formulated the same experience in his “law of zero-correlation”: the accomplishing of a level of education, which is practically accomplished by everyone in a society, does not differentiate between members of that society.
 In such situations differences between institutions of the same level may get importance.

As early as in the seventies, internal differences of the primary level with stratifying effect were already explored and analysed by Csanádi – Ladányi (1983) in Hungary. The impact of regional differences and the hierarchy of settlements on the quality of schooling is commonplace. Csanádi and Ladányi described the impact of differences between parallel classes of the same grade selected for different orientations (e.g. math class or English class versus gym class) or based on “technicalities” like taking advantage of the school’s day care service. In fact, this advantage turns into a disadvantage through regrouping and labelling “day-care class” all those whose family situation does not permit them to go home immediately after classes. Such differences result in a rank order of classes within primary (or secondary) schools starting with informatics and English on the top, continued with other specialities that normally end with a sport class, further continued with no speciality and day-care classes until we arrive to a special education class at the very bottom of the scale.

To put statistical indices into the light of this sociological founding: it may change the value of indices significantly. The “number of students in classes with special orientation” would be read as an unquestionably positive indicator of the quality of education – if we do not know how students are selected for them. Once we know that even a sport class does not necessarily consist of the best jumpers, footballers and swimmers of the grade because the teachers and the director of the school may consider some other merits (good overall results, behaviour, even having helpful parents etc.) more important, the value of the indicator becomes questionable.

There is no real need to say that these phenomena are not born with the socialist regime: Hungarian sociologists learned about them in British, French and other Western research reports before starting to study them at home. So, one cannot be surprised that the social changes following the political and economic transition in Hungary did not abolished rather strengthened and made much more visible the stratifying factors operating within the system of education.

The rate of entering a particular level of the educational system may be interpreted as an index of the investment in human capital expressed in social terms. If those who enter it come from a heterogeneous level, like the Hungarian primary level, their distribution by institutional origin gives additional information about the social distribution of investment in the level below. Indices of this distribution used to be class size, pupils/teachers ratio, the kind and value of educational equipment among others.

Class size and quality

Again these indices are not pure indicators of investment in human capital, they also express other important dimensions. Class size in Hungary (see Table 4) were diminishing during the nineties but this change has almost nothing to do with human capital investment. It resulted of the demographic trend of decreasing birth rate as we saw in Figure 2 already. If we can talk about investment however, it means a pressure of parents and families on schools, on municipalities and on the government for maintaining the same level of expenditure on education in spite of decreasing number of students. This pressure is clearly formulated in terms of investment for quality by parents associations, teachers unions, educational experts and several political parties (normally by the actual opposition). It is argued that in a situation of shortage in funding the easiest way of giving is not taking back. The heaviest battles are fought between parents and municipalities as “owners” of schools. In this quality, municipalities try to make economy out of decreasing number of students by merging their institutions. Many times parents formulate the quality requirement not in terms of class size but in terms of physical conditions, accessibility, familiarity of their children with the existing institution etc. Some cases end in the civil court when parents strongly take side for or against a headmaster whom the municipality wants to dismiss from or maintain for the merged institution.

For a sociologist these are the factors affecting the quality of education –deeply hidden behind the data of class size in or expenditure on schools. The statistical indicators do keep silence on these matters.

Equipment and teachers

An important condition of quality teaching is the equipment in the school. Number of classrooms, laboratories and materials for students’ experiments, computers, books in the library (if the school has one), gymnasium, swimming pool and other sport facilities, number of maps, overheads, projectors etc. may serve as indicators. During the former regime such data were regularly published in official yearbooks as signs of development. The value of such data varies widely, however. First of all a few only can be standardised for every institution: general secondary schools have much fewer labs than technical or vocational schools. This problem is even greater in international comparison. Secondly, if we use indicators in naturalia, we risk overestimating the educational value of the equipment because the figures will hide the age and quality of the equipment: e.g. the number of computers will not tell us how old they are. But if we use the gross value of the school equipment instead, we will know nothing about the educational efficiency of the equipment.

The first national programme for “computerisation” of schools in Hungary was supported by a never-seen large fund from the national budget. Each secondary school got two “personal computers” (if there is still someone remembering those times…) with no software at all but a built in BASIC, plus one of the teachers should participate in a 2 day training. That was far the largest investment in human capital since the public education system had been established in Hungary. No need to say it fulfilled a trigger role only: a handful of teachers started to work in this field with enthusiasm, while half of the teacher population got frightened for several years. (The distribution of primary school teachers attitude towards school computers in 1985 is shown in Figure 3.) We could look for the tiniest sign of growth in any economic or simply educational indicator of the time to assess the effect of such a huge investment, in vain. However, I do not think it can be reasonably refuted as mistaken in a country which has not yet managed to catch up to the European level in privately owned PCs until our days. A nation-wide, governmental programme was the only way to put teachers in touch or at least make them see a real computer. Returns begin to come in the late nineties only – and only in the form of visibly decreasing reluctance of teachers towards computer (and Internet) use in schools. To be sure: we shall never know how much of this change is resulting out of reiterated national programmes and how much results simply as a diffuse cross-effect of the presence of informatics in most part of everyday life. It was a political decision to make an extremely large investment in this field and there is no way to assess its efficiency in economic terms.

Appropriate and operational equipment is a condition only for quality teaching. The only real actor is the teacher him/herself. One can see quality teaching (i.e. realising an investment in human capital) with poor equipment as well as with rich equipment. It is better to work with good equipment, but the quality of the result depends on the worker first – especially in education.

Havas–Kemény–Liskó (2000) studied a field where conditions still come first. The reason is that conditions are often missing. This field is the education of Roma children. The project followed Coleman’s classical footsteps with the aim of exploring whether schools offer equal conditions to Roma and non-Roma children. Unlike Coleman, they found inequality in the conditions financed from public sources. In the perspective of the present project it should be pointed out that unequal conditions not only contribute to reproduce social inequality but also means a loss in human capital formation. In the sixties and seventies Hungarian sociologists demonstrated that the cultural distance between the children of different occupational strata was not diminishing but growing in the primary school from the first to the last grade. (Gazsó, 1971) If we assume that within a wide range of their individual differences children are able to attain similar educational achievements, large and systematic inequality in the educational output indicates inefficiency in human capital terms. The same argument applies to the education of Roma students.

It is to add that conditions are not given by haven but arranged by men. If orientation courses in informatics as well as catching up courses for Roma students are considered of positive value for quality education, both kind of data can be collected and used for quality assessment. A school, which offers both to the students, doubles the points of quality education. But once we know that this school schedules each special course for the same time, it is clear that the Roma course itself deprives the Roma of the possibility of getting acquainted with informatics. Again, the indicator value of these data evaporates.

The counter-arguments brought upon show that there is no reliable indicator in a situation where many of concerned actors may feel motivation to hide some activities or features of the school and to put others into the forefront.

Independent measurement

The most reliable way of measuring something of the quality of education is to do it through an independent organisation. TIMSS has already been mentioned several time. In Hungary, the Hungarian Evaluation Centre participates in international assessment programmes of IEA, OECD–PISA and other organisations (in TIMSS and TIMSS–R as well) . Besides those measurements the Centre carries on a monitoring series elaborated for Hungary. At the beginning of international co-operation in this field and this activity in general, Hungarian educationalists were proud of our students’ results in international comparison, particularly in mathematics and natural sciences. But things have changed since then. Vári et al. (2000) published the latest assessment (1999) of the Centre on the level of reading/understanding and mathematical thinking compared to the former three waves of the same type of measurement (1993, 1995, 1997). In both fields they found an opening gap between city schools and village schools with slightly improving results in cities, particularly in Budapest, and definitely worsening results in villages.

Independent measurement also has its limitations. Beyond national differences there is the negative side of independence: while marks given is school really affect the students’ life and outlook Monitor/IEA/PISA/TIMSS or any other test’s results do not. If we experience a certain distance between the measurement (as far as they are comparable at all), it will be difficult to rely on the test result if only the teachers’ marks have chance to become part of the reality. Again we see teachers at the critical point.

Changes in teachers attitudes 

Teachers attitudes are also changing, however slowly. It takes about ten year to make them moving.

It was already referred to that educational changes are not linked to marked dates of the transition period in Hungary. We saw it true for vocational training, but it was also true for public education. The basic turn from a centralised system to a decentralised one was made at the highest level by the Education Law of 1985. If the autonomy of teachers is a positive value then restoring it as the Education Law did was another major turn. At that time some sociologists criticised the Law by contrasting reality and legislation. In 1985, the only teachers who graduated in institutions yet uncontrolled by the Communist Party were already 60 year old and older. The Education Law came seemingly too late: 35 years of more or less strict political and institutional control and dependency with teacher training programmes offering no guidance to professional autonomy (rather the opposite) made unable teachers to follow the new rules.

The problem of learning autonomy became a burning one 6 to 10 years later, in the transition period. Internationally backed development programmes like the World Bank Programme needed personal initiative, the managing of schools in a crisis period demanded the same kind of abilities, the new Education Law of 1983 expected teachers to elaborate special curricula by school as a concrete and completed version of the National Core Curriculum of public education. A large part of teachers first were frightened by the responsibility falling on them. In the first round, the WB programme attracted teams of 61 technical secondary schools, by 1998 another 135 school joined them as “followers”, i.e. without the responsibility of inventing new programmes and curricula but simply adapting those already elaborated. By the end of the nineties each primary and secondary school should have elaborated the local versions of national curricula. So, practical constraints transformed the nineties a nation-wide on the job training and retraining period for most Hungarian teachers. Teachers learned how to plan new curricula, how to apply for a grant or subvention, how to prepare an application for a competition etc. etc.

Although there are quite a few concrete labels (like “mobility grants”), no one can sum up the costs of all that activity in view of measuring the investment in teachers human capital. It is impossible to distinguish the cost of a curriculum as a new product and the cost of the teacher’s new ability of producing a curriculum as a side-product.

Different surveys explored the number of school specific curricula and the amount of changes in number of hours for different fields and subject matters. Based on the accumulated information one can evaluate the work completed by Hungarian teachers, compared to their accomplishments in other period. Such an evaluation remains, however, always limited to one country and cannot offer a basis for international comparison or definition of standardised indicators. As an illustration of this problem see Table 4 of comparative data concerning hours per subject fields in the OECD countries and in Hungary.

(c) Adult education

It is true, that during the last period before this kind of vocational training schools has been transformed by the end of the nineties, more and more trainees profited of this opportunity of completing their secondary education with a matriculation exam.

Looking at the figures from the other side, we know that almost 20 percent of each cohort remained outside even the lowest level secondary schools either because they did not completed their primary education, or simply did not continue on the next level. If we add to them the drop outs of the secondary level, particularly those who take an early leave from vocational schools, the figure goes up around one third of the cohort. This is the part of the youth reproducing the real poor, the unemployed, the homeless, the under–class. (Laki, 1998) It is clear that this group can be considered as resulting out of the failure of human capital formation, particularly if we know that the rate of the so-called “objective relative deprivation” was estimated significantly lower twenty years earlier.

It follows that however important the education of youth can be for the future growth, a desire for speeding up the rate of return on human capital investment has to give high attention to the efficiency of further education, retraining, the ways of a “second chance” and lifelong learning. It seems appropriate to take Kertesi and Köllő’s (2000:11) statement as starting point:

“Policies concerned with the market of skills should first of all break with the illusion that – as was often heard at the start of the transition – CEE countries have highly qualified labour force. In fact, ten years after the start it is apparent that a non trivial fraction of the labour force is low educated and has meagre chance of being integrated into a competitive environment. In elaborating reasonable supply-side policies it should also be considered that more education, in general, does not necessarily imply higher employment rates on the macro level.”

Apart from investment in a number of particularly apt industries, this lack of skills may hold back foreign investment.  With the adjustment of primary and secondary education systems, the problem can be expected to fade with time but at a pace that might not be fast enough for the needs of society.  It would be useful to analyse within the framework of the Enlargement Futures project what the quality and the state of the education in the candidate countries is, measured with respect to other standards than the ability to reproduce basic learning and general knowledge.
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� Kertesi and Köllő’s analysis basically relies on cross-section regressions using data from the National Labour Centre’s Wage Survey, waves 1986, 1989, 1992–1996. The survey covers representative samples of firms employing 20 or more workers (N=4023 in 1986 and N=8325 in 1996) and 10 percent random sample of their workers. Kertesi and Köllő restricted their analysis to workers in the business sector.


� These results offer an insight into the social-political dynamic of the transition process, too. Stratification studies refer to the same facts under the label of growing social risk for the lower middle strata in the mid-nineties.


� Kertesi and Köllő’s study refers to the result of education as a whole.


� Estimates of social and private rates of return to educational investment were based on surveys of the earning of workers of different educational levels. Kertesi and Köllő (1999) followed the same method, basically.


� Green himself points out the tautological nature of this „law”.
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