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European Studies in Education
T h e political, economic, and social developments in
the European Union pose new challenges t o education in Europe, where each country has its o w n system. Under these circumstances, the relation between national, regional, and local traditions o n the
one hand and supraregional, transnational aspirations o n the other must be conceived. T h e field of
education is seeing the rise of new issues, responsibilities, and research requiring scholars from different European cultures t o work together.
European Studies in Education constitutes an interna-

tional forum for the publication of educational research in English, German, and French. T h e multilingual nature of this series mirrors that of Europe
and makes it possible t o portray and express cultural diversity.
T h e present volume was written in the framework
of the Network Educational Science Amsterdam
(NESA), in which more than 30 European and a
few non-European faculties and research institutes
cooperate in the area of education.
W e sincerely thank the Faculty of Education at the
Freie Universitat Berlin, which facilitates the collaboration of the network's educational institutions,
for its support'in funding the publication of these
research results.
Christoph Wulf
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Students' Perception of the Effects of Social Transition
T h e sudden collapse o f the ideological-~oliticalsystem and the
following peaceful social transition yielded a unique context o f
development and socialization for the adolescents in Hungary in
the early 1990s. The values and attitudes required by a multiparty parliamentary democracy and a market economy were just
the opposite of those proposed by the one-party political system
and the centrally planned economic system. A series of investigations were launched in 1990 t o study adolescents' perceptions o f
the changes around them and their attitudes toward the possible
effects of the transitional process.
In the early stages of the research it seemed clear that after
years of limited freedom, the majority of adolescents would value,
the principles of a democratic society. A t the same time, however,
it was also foreseen that transformation of the political, social,
and economic system would be a long and difficult process with
many painful side effects. Froni the perspective of the future of a
pluralistic society and a market economy, it seemed crucial t o
further study h o w today's adolescents would cope with the
difficulties of the years of transition, h o w the short-term troubles
would affect their long-term commitments t o the deniocratization
process. Thus, it was decided to replicate the data collection in
normal times with the same o r similar questions t o track the
changes in students' attitudes.
Some preliminary results of the first data collection were AIready presented at other conferences (Flanagan, Csap6, and
Rkkasi, 1991; Csap6, 1991a, 1991b). This paper focuses on the
analysis of the second survey, on the changes of students' attitudes, and shows examples of further and deeper analyses.
In the spring of 1990, around the time of the first free parliamentary elections, a representative sample (N=250) of eleventh
grade high school students from Szeged (one of the major cities of
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Hungary) were given a questionnaire. Their mothers were asked
the identical questions. The data collection was repeated three
years later (spring 1993) with students of the same age and attending the same high schools (N=400).
The main part of the questionnaire consisted of two sets of
questions: (1) how some features of life in general will change and
(2) how strongly they agreed with some anticipated changes in the
educational system caused by the political shift. The questions
were answered on a five-point scale. The second questionnaire
was basically the same, only the wording of some questions was
modified, taking into account the different time perspectives.
(Students had t o express their opinions about life standards of the
year 1992 retrospectively in 1993, which was a future point of
time in 1990. Certain processes that were only anticipated in 1990
were already in progress in 1993.)
The mean of the rank numbers of the students' responses for
the questions concerning the changes in the everyday life is depicted in Fig. l . (After the recent political changes, how the constraints of everyday life; the chances of finding a job; the possibilities of earning money will change? Much less= l , less=2, sanie=3,
more=4, much more=5.) In 1990, students thought these changes
would have little, but a positive effect on the everyday constraints
and earning money, but they felt that there would be less opportunity for finding employment. In 1993 they were more pessimistic in each aspect of life. The most significant decrease in
their expectations was in the case of earning money.
T h e data indicated that students in 1990 were still enthusiastic
concerning changes in the educational system: they supported every anticipated change. (Will people be better motivated to learn?
Much less=l, ..., much better=5. The state ideology comes to an
end; it will be possible t o establish private schools; the state control over schools is decreasing; schools can choose their own
teaching material; and the role of churches is growing. Strongly
disagree=l, ..., strongly agree=5.)

Figure 1: Students' opinion about social changes

Earning money
* Finding a job
+

Figure 2: Students' opinion about the changes in the school system

+ Private ochoolo

State control

* School0 decide
* Role of the churchao

In 1993 they were less supportive in these questions; however,
they still tend t o agree with the new trends. (The means are above
3.) In 1993, the students were less enthusiastic in agreeing with the
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decreasing state control in education o r with the growing freedom
of schools in selecting teaching material. The most significant difference between the 1990 and 1993 sample was found in the attitude towards churches: in 1993 students indicated much less support for the increasing role of churches in education than the 1990
sample indicated.
Students' views on changes in the standard of living are depicted
in Fig. 3, as well as the opinion of mothers asked in 1990.
(Compared with 1989, how the life standards changed/will
change by ...? Much worse=l, ..., much better=5.) In 1990, both
students and their mothers hoped that after a short term decline,
the life standard would soon improve. However, in the short
term, mothers were more pessimistic, while their long-term prediction was the same as their children's. In 1993, students were
more pessimistic. They thought that the decreasing life standard
would improve only after a longer period of time.
Figure 3: Students' opinion about the changes of life standards

+
-X-

Student 1990
Student 1993

Figure 4: Compared with 1989, how the life standards will change
by 2OOO?
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In most cases, the students' opinion were polarized. Behind the
means there were a large variety of views: different students had
different opinions about the same situation. Figure 4 shows the
distribution of the responses of the 1993 sample for the question
"Compared with 1989, how the standard of living will change by
2000?". O n the bases of this distribution, we can distinguish two
different types of students: (1) those who thought that the living
standards will be better o r much better by 2000, and (2) those
who thought that the life standards will be the same o r worse. Let
us call the first group "long term optimists" and the second one
"long term pessimists". We can assume that the long-term predictions were not much affected by the actual situation and circutnstances. Thus, we can form the hypothesis that the long-term expectations depended on students' general views on the transitional
process.
Figure 5 shows that these two groups of students really had
different opinions about changes in the standard of living, not
only for the future, but also about its past level. The figures in the
Table indicate further differences of the two groups. Those who
saw the future negatively did not appreciate that the role of the
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ideology and state control of schools decreased; they did not believe that people would be better motivated to learn; furthermore, they thought that there would be less possibility t o earn
money and find employment.
Figure 5: "Optimists" and "Pessimists" about the changes of life
standards
'Optimists' 'Pessimists'
(n=231)
(n=157) (p)
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The results suggested that the first years of the new political system did not fulfil1 many Hungarian adolescents' expectations.
Their pessimism and disillusionment negatively impact their socialization and their adaptation to the new economic and political
environment. Those students considered the actual difficulties as
inherent attributes o r at least longterm characteristics of the new
political order. Another group of students associated the difficulties with the transitional years. They were the supporters of reforms and believed in the long- term improvement of life stan-

dards. Fortunately, in 1993 this group formed the majority.
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