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Changes in Selection Policy in
Hungary: the case of the admission
system in higher education*
pÉrBn runÁcs

Admission and selection mechanisms in higher education-i.e. the principles and practice of
the selection of would-be students in a particular country-may be classified from a number
of viewpoints: pedagogical, sociological, ideological and economic. From Hungarian and
international experience, the increasing debates ofthe last couple ofdecades indicate that the
crucial factors in this respect are economic and social [1].

In centrally controlled countries with a planned economy, the essential economic and
social processes are subject to national control. The distribution of national resources is by
definition a key economic-social-political affair. Priority is even given to a planned
distribution of the labour force. The reason for this situation is twofold: first, because
manpower is one of the fundamental resources of the national economy; and secondly,
because reproduction of the manpower structure also represents a reproduction of the social
structure (i.e. the system of social positions and the relationship between the particular
classes, strata and groups).

Hence it can be said that in Hungary in the late 1940s when the means of production
had been nationalised, manpower, the other important factor of production, was also in a
sense nationalised and 'de-individualised'. Vith its centralisation and redistribution, a
politico-economic system was developed which, at least in theory, took away the individual's
fundamental rights to decide on the development and use of his labour. The creation and
abolition of various forms of education, which differed in both content and level, were also
centrally controlled by the highest political bodies. That applied equally to decisions
regarding the number of individuals who could acquire different types of qualifications, what
the social background of the young people involved should be and what social groups they
should represent. The role played by the rationality of the labour market was taken over by
the rationality of the plan. The labour-market related bargaining and 'position-seeking'

activity of individuals was supposed to be replaced by the processes of departmental
bargaining over plans, conducted without the involvement of the public. However, in
Hungary and neighbouring countries, that new equation was by no means entirely new.

* A variation of this article was presented at the First Comparative Seminar ofAmerican-Hungarian Educational
Policy Researchers, Esztergom, Hungary, 23-28 May 1988.
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Centralised Control of Society

In the last 200 years or so the nations of East Central Europe,iliving within the changing
confines of different state structures, have always faced the same problem; that of falling
behind the main developments of the world economy and world politics [2]. Resources were
concentrated on following and catching up with Vestern Europe, which was more advanced
in this respect. For that purpose, or perhaps using it as a pretext, these nations increasingly
tended to centralise the natural and social resources that could be mobilised for develop-
ment. This process included such factors as the shaping of the social structure, manpower
and political-civic socialisation. Their 'production' and 'consumption' appeared to be in the
national interest and were therefore ideal for'regulation' at the national level, since it did
not seem wise to allow them to evolve as part of'spontaneous' processes not controlled by
the state.

In Eastern Europe, in Hungary in particular, the processes of developing a modern
educational system, which occurred spontaneously elsewhere 'from the ground up'because
of the initiative and private donations of its citizens, were initiated and controlled by higher
authorities [3]. Through a series of central political (or, under the circumstances, over-
politicised) departmental decisions, these processes were carried out centrally by state
offices. The debate continues as to whether the increased role of the state in replacing
'organic' development or the kinds of educational-system development witnessed in the most
advanced countries today has merely been a substitute for something else. One view suggests
that it has automatically eliminated or excluded the otherwise naturally existing, or at least
embryonic, forces of 'organic' development by virtue of its self-justifying logic and
centralising policies.

Be that as it may, the fact remains that in Hungary, from the mid-eighteenth century
onwards, the state became the single greatest investor in education alongside the churches-
subsequently even surpassing them. The citizens' private and entrepreneurial capital,
infinitely more modest than that of their counterparts in Western countries, was hardly given
a chance to make any impact on the educational services market. Declaring at the beginning
of the eighteenth centnry that the moulding and regulation of education was a political
matter affecting the whole of the Empire even provoked a royal prerogative: Queen Maria
Theresa sought to restrict the influence ofthe churches rather than that ofthe bourgeoisie. It
must be said, however, that the bourgeoisie hardly existed at that time in Eastern Europe.

Henceforward, the central authorities gradually took over the regulation of education:
its format, the quantity and content of tuition in schools, instructional programmes and
textbooks and gradually even classroom methods. This situation was affected, in a manner
that varied from period to period, by the so-called educational autonomy of the (largely
Protestant) churches. In practical terms, apart from the right to maintain schools, this
denoted freedom for religious views rather than genuine educational freedom [4].

The resulting centrally controlled education system, right from the beginning of the
modern school system, was entrusted by the government with an important role in regulating
the evolution of the social structure. Given that in Hungary there was only a vestigially
functioning market economy and few pluralistic institutions in the Western sense, many
roles that these factors might have played in social selection had to be taken on by the
school.

This situation influenced the state's policy for school structure: the various grades and
types of school were gradually developed so that completion of their courses might provide
entry into a particular social class. The same purpose was served by the centrally designed
system of qualifications, built essentially on school certificates. The assignment of indivi-
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duals to uniform 'state scales of pay', and thereby to clearly identifiable social groups, was
no less significant in this respect. j

The most important guiding principle in this System of qűahfications and education,
which was continually re-stated at government level, dealt with the policy of selection and
the preservation of the given, somewhat feudal, social structure. In other words, the
government sought to minimise the number of children from the lower classes and from the
newly-rich bourgeoisie selected-thus preventing it from becoming the leading élite of
society. Accordingly this regulatory process designed to maintain the social structure was,
for the most part' built only on the .general-education' schools providing entry to the élite,
and on qualifications that could be obtained in these: it left mostly intact the institutions for
vocational training and vocational skills. Vocational training, serving economic purposes (in
the strict sense of the word the market or the bourgeois sphere) was left virtually separate
from both the school system and the state system of qualifications until the eve of !7orld
V/ar II. In fact, from the viewpoint of social selection, the organisation assigned to the
school system and the qualifications system played not only the role of a'market substitute'
but also that of a neutraliser of market influences [5]. In other words, the government sought
to keep the qualifications system and the school system (and through them the social
structure) free from spontaneous market influences, with a view to ensuring the purely
political (and ultimately estate-based) control of that structure.

The intention to keep market principles away from the school system was probably the
main reason why Hungarian education evolved as a process-control system, rather than an
output system. That is, educational administrators in Hungary did not concentrate on
regulating the qualitative performance of education (e.g. measuring and checking students'
actual knowledge); instead they strove to control the input factors (the numbers ofstudents
and teachers, the content ofcurricula and textbooks, the methods ofinstruction) and thereby
regulate in detail the educational process. Hungarian educational administrators always
rejected the methods, long-established elsewhere, of holding public, competitive examina-
tions organised by independent outside bodies. They also ignored the measurement of
achievement by means of school subject tests. Instead, the state took an ever more stringent
political control of the flow of students within the education system (i.e. the number and
'composition' of the student population entering and leaving the various schools). It
managed to do this by imposing openly declared and implicit admission quotas established
on the basis of nationality, creed, social background, loyalty to the state) and regional and
racial considerations. To be more precise, through this sort of regulation it corrected the
automatic effects of family background and pecuniary circumstances.

These political considerations outweighed the influence of the principle of 'achieve-

ment'; that was one of the main reasons why the Hungarian education system did not apply
the public competitive examination system [6]. Secondary schools absorbed a very small
proportion of the particular age-cohorts and were highly aristocratic in nature. From the
earliest years of the twentieth century their educational administrators unequivocally
regarded selection as their most important function. They aimed to prevent as effectively as
possible the entrance of those unfit to enter the leading élite class. Thus the schools enjoying
a good reputation were those that insisted on exacting standards-i.e. those schools in which
attrition and failure rates were above average. Appraisal of students was based not on an
objective measurement of results, but on continuous evaluation by awarding marks. This
procedure, based on the subjective opinion ofteachers, measured loyalty more than anything
else, as well as adjustment to required norms. It was therefore very much in tune with
educational policy-makers' intention to maintain the existing social structure.

Accordingly, the essential screening of candidates for higher education was ultimately
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performed by the secondary school [7]. Although proposals were frequently made for the
introduction of entrance examinations, before 1945 Hungarian educational administrators
did not permit universities and collegls to organise ,,,.1i.*"*í,,ations. Secondary-school
graduates could apply to any institution of higher learning, and the heads of the institutions
had to decide on their admission according to the aforementioned political criteria-in other
words, independently of the students' scholastic achievement.

Drastic Change at the End of the 1940s

Following the changes of 1945-49, even though political considerations remained a prime
factor in the regulation of selection processes, radical alterations took place in other areas.
An important contributory factor was that the state took control of the day-to-day running
of the economy. Having built a planned economy, the state sought to withdraw both the
movement of manpower and individual wages from the spontaneous effects of the market.

The uniform state-controlled qualification system was now extended to those engaged
in work. From then on, the wage tariffs of turners and engineers, weavers and managers,
were centrally prescribed. Their wages depended on their school qualifications, age and
position, just as civil servants had been assessed in the past.

The leaders of those days began with the premise that if the quantity, quality and type
of goods to be produced in factories were to be planned centrally, then it was not only a
corollary but also a pre-condition that the centre must'ensure'the quantity and quality of
the manpower required for such production. Therefore the number of young people from
specified parts of the country allowed to apply for particular forms of education (types of
school, particular levels, and the character, general, technical or vocational, of education to
be received) were prescribed by central target figures. These were harmonised with the
'purely'political (structure-regulating) objectives, the so-called'educational target figures'.
Thus, from the second half of the 1940s onwards, the direction and control of the
functioning of the Hungarian school system, along with the regulation and manipulation of
the social structure, became an important instrument in the direct control of economic life

t8t.
Thenceforward it was the self-declared task of the centre to decide how many

applicants could be admitted to each secondary school or higher education institution, and
indeed to the particular specialisations within them. The sole criterion used in selecting the
young people who were hoping to become students was a political one. In making their
decisions, the admission committees (teachers of universities and colleges) considered the
political reliability and, first and foremost, the class background of applicants. The centrally
prepared figures determined not only the numbers admissible to the particular departments
or specialisations, but also the proportion of children of working-class parents in annual
admissions. The principle of attainment was given even less scope than before: previously a
very large number of young people with working-class backgrounds who had not completed
secondary school education were admitted to higher education [9].

After a few years, however, the subordination of social selection to exclusively political
considerations became untenable. It resulted in widespread discontent among the middle
classes, professionals and intellectuals, many of whose children were excluded from higher
education and from secondary grammar schools by the target figures based on class
background. Moreover, it flagrantly contradicted the principle of efficiency inasmuch as it
led to a sharp decline in educational standards. In the stormy political climate of the period
between 1953 and the uprising of 1956, a relaxation of strict political control in the system
of selection for admission began to take place.
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The Abolition of Admission Quotas Based on Class Background

Although in making a decision on cultural policy [10] in 1958 the Hungarian Socialist
Workers' Party still talked about the functions of education in'the spirit of the 1950s, as
social conditions were being consolidated the idea of taking individual achievement and
school results into account gained increasing acceptance and even a sense of urgency within
the leadership. ln 1962, during the political consolidation, the party took the crucial step of
launching a "new policy on professionals and intellectuals" [11]. As one of its fundamental
elements, this abolished quotas based on social background in secondary school and
university admissions. The admission committees which had functioned until then were
transformed irÍo entrance examination committees. Thus, in theory, the results of secon.
dary-school final examinations and those of the higher-education entrance examination
became the basis for judging the applicants. From that time onward political criteria have
only been applied 'in the background'.

It was soon realised, however, that under this sort of regulation there might be a
considerable fall in the percentage of students with a working-class or peasant background.
Hence, in 1964, the admission committees were given the opportunity, within a legally
codified framework, to take into account such vaguely described factors as candidates'
behaviour, talent, fitness and aptitude for higher education, in addition to examination
results. It was therefore within their power to treat preferentially even low-scoring students
if they were judged to be talented in other respects. This provided scope for the enforcement
of central political expectations which, although not openly declared, were still maintained
for all practical purposes. However, precisely because these principles were not openly
declared, the pactice was able only to slow, but not to halt, a further decrease in the
percentage of those with a working-class or peasant background.

In the mid-1960s sociology (which had earlier been branded as a'bourgeois pseudo-
science') underwent something of a renaissance. The first significant sociological analyses
were devoted to examining the opportunities available to children from various social groups
for continuing their education [12]. The media ran an extensive debate on the disadvantaged
position of manual workers' children at school. Supporters of the various viewpoints quoted
results of research carried out by sociologists, including data indicating that the percentage
of working-class and peasant youngsters had consistently decreased in academic secondary
schools and in higher education since the 1950s [13]. The debates were closely allied to other
discussions centred on the possible alternatives of a market-oriented economic reform which
had been projected by the Government. (A policy statement on the introduction of the
reform was published in 1965, and after some preparatory work the actual economic changes
were launched in 19ó8.)

Political Reliability versus Professional Skills

The debates which had commenced about school processes soon went beyond their stated
topic, obviously touching on wider issues, such as social selection and social justice in
general. Also, indirectly-and often explicitly-they touched on alternative social policies
that the party might adopt p4l. What should the principle of selection be in a socialist
society? Vhat was to be gxpected from top-ranking office-holders-professsional skills or
political loyalty? In the case of university students, was it to be their class background or
their achievement that mattered?

The group of radical sociologists who had originally raised these questions and the
reformist economists who spoke on such issues around the same time supplied answers
which were opposed to both the pre-1945 principle and the dominant ideas of the 1950s.
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(a) Prior to 1945, for an individual to reach a top position, two criteria had to be fulfilled:
he had to have an aristocratic or middle-class Christian family background and be in a
certait financial position. This was the 'natural' legitimarc way for him to become a
member of the ruling élite. Between the wars, expert skill ot knowledge, as sanctioned
by certificates, also increasingly conferred legitimacy on upward mobility.

(b) After t945, a solid financial background became a handicap, leading to a disqualifica-
tion from the highest positions and from schools preparing for leadership. Expertise
and professional knowledge were considered of minor importance in the 1950s;
political reliability and a working-class bachground were all that mattered.

(c) The theory developed before and during the late l9ó0s by radical sociologists created
the opportunity for a dramatic change in ideological attitudes. This theory [5]
suggested that in a socialist society the on[t just and reasonable criterion for selecting
leaders was knowledge and proJessional competence. Consequently the school was the
only legitimate mechanism for social selection. In the continuing debate between
'plan' or 'market', partly conducted in public, reformist economists put forward
arguments very similar to those of the sociologists. They accentuated the roles to be
played by more comprehensive economic and social rationality, economic interests,
professional attitudes, competence, and efficiency in the running of the economy,
instead of entirely political considerations [16].

So, in the debates focussing on the introduction of economic reform, the role of knowledge
and therefore of the school was re-evaluated.

If knowledge, as distinct from politics, formed the basis for the sole legitimate selection
principle in a socialist society, then in addition to equipping young people with that
knowledge the school had to make sure that competition for obtaining knowledge (social
selection) was 'fair' and that the 'fittest' persons obtained the top positions. Both for the
public and for educational policy-makers, inequalities at school became the centre of
attention: evidence of inequalities of opportunity at school questioned the legitimacy of the
new principle of social selection based on knowledge.

Something of a U-turn in economic policies took place in the year 1972: the economic
reform process ground to a halt. Indeed, certain earlier reform measures were gradually
being withdrawn. Reform economists were to be forced into isolation for some time [17].
Nevertheless, educational administrators did adopt and put to \se some of the radical
sociologists' arguments, notably those which fitted into the overall political climate of the
period. This was reflected in an educational policy decision h 1972 by the Hungarian
Socialist $Torkers' Party, which defined levelling-i.e. offsetting social inequalities by using
the process of schooling-as the main task of the educational system [8].

From 1973 onwards numerous measures were taken to improve the situation for
disadvantaged students-that is, manual workers' children [19]. In every school type and
subject the content of instruction was reduced; a campaign to reduce the number of failure
grades given to students was initiatedl and free courses were set up to prepare manual
workers' children for secondary school and university. Indeed, an unprecedented type of
education was initiated to prepare young people working as skilled labourers in industry, and
who had not completed the, secondary school for university.

The admission system was also reorganised. Admission committees were instructed to
neither let their questions to candidates depart from material contained in secondary school
textbooks, not to cover a more in-depth knowledge of this material. Those applying from the
specialised or technical secondary schools (where the percentage ofmanual workers'children
was, and still is, considerably higher than in academic secondary schools) were given the
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chance to sit for entrance examinations in non-academic subjects. In addition, candidates'
secondary school performance was assessed according to a new plocedure.

Before 1973, the basis for grading and assessing the universify applicant was to obtain a
value by combining the mark that he scored in the entrance examination with the average
marks he had been given in every one of his secondary school subjects. After 1973, only
results obtained in the two subjects chosen were taken into account, rather than the average
of all marks received. (The average mark gave the most accurate indication of the students'
general knowledge and, according to sociological findings, it was precisely in the matter of
general knowledge that the handicap of manual workers' children was most apparent.)
Moreover, above a specified minimum level of achievement, admission committees could
give preferential treatment to students with low scores if they perceived them to be gifted
with the required abilities [20].

Levelling of Achievement-oriented Selection

From 1972 to 1978, as a result of an egalitarian educational policy [21], the percentage of
students having manual-worker parents increased at colleges and universities. However,
after this time the numbers began to decline again.

This, of course, was by no means an accident. In 1978 the Hungarian Socialist l7orkers'
Party announced a return to the principles of economic reform. Subsequently, opinions
stressing the importance ofselection in the search for professional competence reappeared in
the press. Thus there was pressure for selection to be based on the principle of attainment.
Attacks were made on the previous lowering of secondary-school requirements and of higher
education admission requirements, and also on instances of 'crude' political interference in
educational processes, ostensibly for the sake of egalitarianism. Preparatory work began on
altering the admissions system, resulting in new regulations coming into force from the early
1980s onwards Í22]. According to these' when assessing the students' secondary-school
results, it was once again their secondary school average grade that was taken into account,
though in a modified form. Several earlier rules designed to help applicants for higher
education from semi-technical schools were revoked. Since then, there has been a succession
of similar measures: for example, the statutory provision that obliged secondary schools to
run free courses for the children of manual workers in addition to the regular lessons has
been revoked. These free courses were intended to prepare such children for university. In
1987, for the first time in over 20 years, an important item was omitted from the ministerial
directive regulating details of the admission procedure-namely, the one that prescribed
that, given a choice between students with comparable achievements, manual workers'
children should be treated preferentially [23].

It is not surprising in this situation that the percentage of children from disadvantaged
social groups among those admitted to educational institutions continues to decline. Yet that
is by no means the major concern of critics in the press and in professional journals as it was
in the 1960s. Instead, the main criticisms levelled at educational administrators are aimed at
the practice whereby the rules of the selection mechanism are, they argue, still excessively
geared to the average, to the disadvantaged, to chronic low-scorers, and not to those who
excel [24].

In the 1980s the debates centred on the fundamental principles governing the selection
of candidates and their admission to higher education have had new impetus. These debates,
as earlier, are obviously allied to the major discussions on economic policy, which have the
theme 'plan' or 'market'? And if market-how?

Those who insist that, during admission procedures, instead of (or perhaps alongside)
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Ftc. 1. The percentage of children of manual workers among first-year students attending regular courses at
institutions of higher education (%).

students' scholastic achievements, their'talents and special aptitudes' should be taken into
account, can be divided into two groups. One group emphasises the importance of political
or simply regional institutional interests, compared with intellectual, achievement-oriented
values. The other group, in a more sophisticated manner, looks for arguments justifying, in a
changing and progressively market-dominated environment, the continued maintenance of
non-market-oriented (even anti-market) mechanisms of selection. This argument, while
recognising the importance of having 'the right man in the right place', maintains that the
achievement of such an ideal should not be left to the blind anarchy of the market; rather,
sophisticated techniques should be utilised to ensure that it is applied in practice. At all
events, the argument for taking 'talent' and'special aptitudes' into account is used by both
groups to counter or to weaken reliance on attainment. At the same time, this controversy is
interwoven with a conflict which may likewise be regarded as traditional. This is the clear
conflict of interests between secondary schools and institutions ofhigher learning. It centres
on the question of which set of marks-those awarded by the secondary school or those
scored in entrance examinations organised by higher education institutions-should decide
the future of a candidate. According to regulations in force at present, the two results have
equal weight in the assessment of an applicant.

On the other hand some would like to see an end to the right of entrance examination
committees to form a subjective judgement on an applicant's 'behaviour, talent and special
aptitudes'. Opponents of this right perceive it, quite rightly, as a means of enforcing political
interests in a way that is not open to public control [25].

From the mid-I980s, however, new opinions have arisen in the debates, some of which
have also been expressed in public. Some people advocate a market-style reorganisation of
higher education [26], with universities being endowed with or organised on the basis of a
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share-holding arrangement. However, at the end of 1987 a special panel ofexperts (ofwhich
the author was a member) was set up by the Ministryl it recommended that, while
maintaining the state funding of the institutions, the system of target figures (unchanged
since the 1950s) should be abolished. Admittedly, these proposals have not yet been widely
publicised, but their substance has been made available to the professional public [27].

In support of their arguments, advocates of this policy are sceptical about the supposed
omnipotence of central planning and the dire economic plight in which the country has
found itself in recent years. Thinking through these conceptions, one questions radically the
long-established 'fundamental principles' and assumptions of the system of admission and
selection, i.e. central decisions, rigid target figures imposed 'from above', uniform regulation,
the lack of openness and process control-to name just a few [28].

Just how these debates will be conducted, and what their outcome will be is, of course,
impossible to predict at this early stage. However, I hope that in another article I shall be
able to say more about these developments.
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