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What has been the role of educational testing in Hungarian education? How are the political changes in the country expected to affect testing in the future?

T

oday Hungary faces one of the
greatest challenges in its history: after 40 years of limited freedom the country has to find its own
way of development. As one of the
newly founded Central European
democracies, Hungary is seeking its
original traditions, trying to reconstruct its natural European relationships and to redefine its place in the
modern world. This transitional process stimulates a great deal of discussion at every level of society, including general and specific questions of
the educational system. While the
contradiction between decentralization in the control of the educational
system and the relatively high national standards cannot be handled
without proper evaluation techniques, one of the crucial issues is
what role evaluation and testing
should play in the schools of the
future.
This article reviews the development of educational testing in Hungary in the light of recent changes.
The main evaluation tendencies will
be presented within a historical
framework. The state of testing in
the last decade, present work, and
predictable future developments will
also be discussed. Although this
article discusses the development of
testing in a broad sense, including
all kinds of systematic evaluation,
the terms test and testing will be
used in their narrow meaning. These
terms refer to the use of formal
measurement instruments to assess
student academic achievement.
Other forms of oral or written exams
will be differentiated from them.
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Historical Background
As a consequence of geographical
location, Hungarian culture has traditionally been strongly influenced
by the German-speaking countries.
In certain historical periods and in
some domains, French and, to a
lesser extent, Anglo-Saxon influence
was also detectable. While the origin
of modern formal education goes
back to the Austro-Hungarian empire, there are many German/
Austrian traces in the present Hungarian educational system, and its
development is very similar to the
educational systems in other Central European countries.
The end of World War I became a
turning point in the history of
Central Europe. The Austro-Hungarian empire disintegrated and Hungary became an independent state.
Between the two wars, schools in
Hungary were dominated by religious, conservative, and national
values. The idea of excellence and
high standards have been guiding
principles. Emphasis on the national
culture and quality education were
considered to be the means for
maintaining or improving the position of the country within the region. The availability and quality of
schooling was significantly improved
in this period, but it was not provided at the same level for every
young citizen. The distribution of
schooling was highly uneven. A
small portion of the population received a really outstanding education, while large masses were barely
provided with elementary-level instruction. In order to preserve high
quality schooling for a few students,

the educational system became
highly selective. The selection took
place by means of several examinations. Both oral and written exams
played a significant role, but testing
was almost unknown and never used
in practice.

Origins of Systematic
Evaluation
The most prestigious, regulated, and
organized examination was (and still
is) the matura, which was taken at
the end of high school in order to
apply for entry to a university. The
matura was first introduced in Prussia in 1788. In Hungary, the first
matura examinations were held in
1851. Their basic function was to
limit the number of applicants to the
universities. After World War I, the
class-selection feature of the matura
became dominant: it was a precondition for entering the higher social
classes. Since its beginnings, the
muturu was always taken before a
committee and it consisted of two
parts: a written and an oral section.
A regulation from 1884 defined the
five subjects of the matura as language arts, Latin, history, mathematics and physics. This idea remained more or less unchanged
until World War 11.
The two main trends in thinking
about education during this era
might be characterized by the works
of Ern6 Finaczy, who represented a
Herbartian, theoretical-philosophical approach, and by Laszlo Nagy,
who emphasized psychological aspects of education and the empirical
study of children. Finaczy was involved in devising and improving the
examination systems. He worked on
the more strict and detailed rules for
the maturu, while Nagy carried out a
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large-scale survey using questionnaires on the effect of war on
children’s emotional development as
early as 1916. One of L. Nagy’s
followers, Gabor Kemhy (1934),
wrote the first comprehensive book
on educational evaluation in Hungary. In his work, based on previous
empirical studies, he argued against
the routine use of marks. He outlined the psychological principles of
“proper evaluation,” by which he
meant a qualitative, verbal, motivating, and formative type of evaluation
instead of the use of scales or
numbers for grading.

The Post-WarPeriod
From the point of view of the
development of educational testing
in Hungary, the post-war era can be
divided into three major periods.
Due to political overdetermination,
the shift from one period to another
roughly coincides with political
events.
The short period of 1945-49 was
the beginning of a pluralistic democracy. During the first years right
after the war, representatives of
reform pedagogy, liberal left-wing
thinking, and humanistic approaches
to schooling dominated the theoretical discussions. In practice, the
founding of a new school system
required great effort, and less attention was paid to such specific questions as evaluation or testing.
In 1949 the communist party took
power, and this meant the beginning
of the “dark fifties.” Leading positions were occupied by party-backed
apparatchiks and educational theorists, and researchers who did not
accept the ideology of Marxism and
Leninism were forced to leave the
universities and research institutions or in some cases were even
taken to prison. Soviet textbooks on
education and psychologywere translated and considered the only authentic sources of information. Selecting
individuals by political or ideological
principles became a general practice
everywhere (including within school
systems), and systematic evaluation
procedures or tools without the
“class concept” would have been
disturbing. Testing, measurement,
and experimentation in education,
or even the empirical methods of
research in social sciences, were
declared to be tools of “bourgeois
6

objectivism” and were banned by
every possible means. The Stalinist
system was broken by the revolution
of 1956. After the revolution had
been suppressed and its participants
punished, a slow opening to the West
started at the end of the decade.
The beginning of the third period
can be set in the early sixties. State
control was gradually restricted to
ideologically sensitive fields like theory and history of education, while
the politically neutral problems of
instruction, including testing and
measurement, were left to the experts. Thus, after a while there
emerged two more or less independent groups, which did not encroach
on each other’s territory. One worked
under the prevailing ideological umbrella dealing with test theory, and
the other moved toward westernoriented empirical research. From
the mid-seventies, empirical work
received more financial support, and
probably this marked the renaissance of educational research in
Hungary.

Research Projects in
Educational Testing
In educational testing two major
research centers have developed,
and during the last decades most
educational evaluation programs
have been carried out or directed by
these two centers. At the beginning,
both groups were formed by individuals sharing similar research interests, and they created their institutional framework step by step. Today
both groups work as formal institutes. Their development can be
characterized by some of their programs and publications.
The first group was founded by
h p a d Kiss in the National Institute
for Education (NIE, formerly Scientific Institute of Pedagogy). In the
post-war period Kiss first conceptualized the questions of measurement,
and he organized the first large-scale
testing of students’ knowledge in
Hungary (Kiss, 1961). In his papers
he reported on a survey that was
started in 1958 and involved the
assessment of 4th, 6th, and 8th
grade elementary school students
(Kiss, 1960/61). Under his leadership, a group in the NIE joined the
International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) in 1968. Since then,

Hungary has been participating in
the major IEA studies (Science,
Reading Comprehension, English,
Second Mathematics Study, Written
Composition, Second Science Study,
Computers in Education, Pre-Primary Study, Reading-Literacy
Study).
The IEA studies first put the
achievements of the Hungarian educational system into an international context. This resulted in some
interesting, sometimes surprising,
findings and inspired further evaluation research and development
projects in Hungary. For example,
there was a large discrepancy between the mathematics and science
scores on the one hand and the
reading comprehension scores on
the other. Hungarian students were
usually ranked first in mathematics
and science, but performed poorly on
reading comprehension when compared on an international basis.
Although the positive results received very little publicity for a long
time, they helped educational experts to defend the real values of the
educational system in several discussions with party bureaucrats. The
high achievements have recently
attracted the attention of researchers in highly industrialized countries, and cross-cultural research
projects have been launched to find
out how education can work so well
in some fields while using such
slender resources. On the other
hand, the poor scores in reading
highlighted the weaknesses in the
teaching of reading. While the Hungarian language uses the phonetic
way of writing and it is relatively
easy to acquire basic reading skills,
e.g., to read a word letter by letter,
little emphasis was put on higher
text-processing and comprehension
skills. (Concerning the evaluation of
reading performance, see KadarFulop, 1985.)
Later Zoltan Bathory (1972,1973)
became the leader of this group,
which under different names (Department of Curriculum Theory,
Center for Evaluation) formed a
department of the NIE. A network
of the County Institute for Education was formed in the 19 counties of
the country, and with their assistance the Center for Evaluation of
the NIE carried out several nationwide assessments (Bathory & Kadh-
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Fulop, 1985). A 1980 project, running parallel with the IEA data
collection, aimed at providing proper
feedback information on (a) the
efficiency of the schools themselves,
(b)specific problems of some content
domains, and (c) relationships of
social-economic status and school
achievement (Bathory, 1983).
The so-called MONITOR program
was launched in 1986, and it was the
first step in a periodically repeated
nationwide representative assessment project. I t is planned that the
program will be carried out with
similarly composed samples of students in the same content domain to
obtain data for a long-term analysis
of educational progress (similar to
the NAEP program in the US.).
More than 12,000 students were
involved in the 1986 survey in four
age groups. Language arts and mathematics were the focal topics of the
assessments. The results were published in professional journals and
attracted little attention (VAri, 1989).
The MONITOR surveys were repeated 5 years later in 1991. The
first report of results indicated a
decline in reading comprehension
and a stagnation in mathematics.
The release of information at a press
conference in January, 1992, resulted in immediate and stormy
discussions reported in the mass
media.
The other research team was
organized in the Department of
Education at Attila J6zsef University (AJU) at Szeged by J6zsef Nagy
in the early seventies. J. Nagy directed several projects that aimed at
devising tests for the assessment of
several components of knowledge
from the most simple elementary
skills to the more complex thinking
operations. First, he carried out a
representative survey on the development of elementary counting skills
(Nagy, 1971) and then with his
coworkers devised a series of test
batteries for the measurement of
other basic skills (Nagy, 1973a;
Orosz, 1974). The next project was
the development of standardized
knowledge tests for five school subjects in the 5th to 8th grade of
elementary school (Nagy, 1972).
Nagy developed a method of analyzing the thematic units or learning
tasks of the textbooks. This analysis
resulted in a complete list of basic
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statements on the teaching material
that could be directly transferred
into test items. The main characteristics of this test-construction
method were similar to those of
early domain-referenced testing, but
this test-construction method used a
norm-referenced type of scoring system (Nagy, 1973b). This work resulted in a series of 17 volumes,
which presented the tests, the coding instructions, the achievement
level of a representative sample for

Around the beginning
of the eighties, a new
direction in testing was
launched at AJU aimed
at devising tools to
assess developmental
levels in operational
thinking.
each item, and a standardized scoring system. The closing (18th) volume in this series summarized the
theoretical output of the project
based on the data of test analyses
(Nagy, 1975). So far, this project has
been the most comprehensive enterprise for developing tests in Hungary as the complete series covered
the knowledge of main subjects in
the 5th to 8th grade.
As a result of the research traditions at AJU, the Examination
Center for Basic Knowledge was established in the Department of
Education at AJU in 1991. In this
center, during the first year of its
operation, a nationwide network of
experts was organized, test batteries
were devised, and pilot studies on
testing were conducted. These steps
can lead to the introduction of
examination systems at turning
points in public education.
The first item-bank was also developed under Nagy’s coauthorship for
junior school word-problems (CsAki
& Nagy, 1976). In the mid-seventies
he developed a test battery for the
assessment of school-entry compe-

tencies that was standardized on a
large sample of over 10,000 pupils
(Nagy, 1980, 1986). Around the
beginning of the eighties, a new
direction in testing was launched at
AJU aimed at devising tools to
assess developmental levels in operational thinking. Thinking operations
were interpreted within the framework of Piagetian and Neo-Piagetian traditions and batteries of paperand-pencil tests were constructed
and used to outline the developmental trends of these operations within
the age range of 6 to 17 years (Nagy,
1987).
The most recent work of Nagy’s
team at AJU is concerned with the
devising of diagnostic tests for the
practical needs of schools (Vidakovich, 1987, 1990). These tests have
been developed by several groups of
experts and teachers under the coordination and with the theoretical
support of a university research
team. Depending on the availability
of the necessary facilities, regional
or county evaluation centers receive
camera-ready copies of these tests
and print them for use in schools.
After administering the tests, teachers use them to grade their students,
and then data are entered into
computers at schools or the tests are
sent to local or regional centers.
Where computers are available, results are analyzed and discussed by
local experts and groups of teachers
in order to improve their own work.
The collected data are used for
sophisticated test analysis and for
the improvement of the tests. This
work offers feedback at several levels
in the educational system and at the
same time aims at disseminating
information on test construction
and computerized test analysis.

The Present State in Testing
The state of the art in educational
testing in Hungary can be best
characterized through the kind and
depth of knowledge about testing
within the various groups of educationalists and the testing practice at
the different levels of education.
Since testing (e.g., for selecting
personnel for different positions,
etc.) is not used as frequently in
Hungary as in some highly industrialized societies, parents have little
experience with it. Test construction
or any information concerning test-

ing has not comprised part of teacher
training; thus, practicing teachers
have very limited theoretical knowledge about testing. They have used
tests as they received them, and
sometimes they tried to make new
ones using other test as examples.
There are very few manuals or
technical guides (Bathory, 1973;
Csap6,1988; Job, 1980; Nagy, 1972)
available in Hungarian for those
teachers who wish to construct their
own measurement instrument, and
this fact also limits the development
of teacher-made tests.
There is a circle of educational
researchers and professional test
developers (at present about 20
persons within Hungary) who follow
international literature and participate in cross-cultural investigations
and who possess up-to-date knowledge that enables them to use the
most recent methods and deal with
the most sophisticated computer
programs. There is a growing interest among practicing teachers about
the problems of testing that will
increase the communication between the test experts and practitioners. However, the number of papers discussing theoretical questions
in Hungarian educational or psychological journals (e.g., Csap6, 1987;
Horvath, 1985) is very low and the
dissemination of information about
testing is rather slow.
There are very few areas in the
Hungarian educational system where
usage of tests is a regular practice.
Before entering school, there are
school-readiness exams when psychological tests or batteries devised
specifically for this purpose are used
(Nagy, 1986). In the first year of
elementary school, the form of evaluation is mostly qualitative and verbal. From the second year to the
universities, a marking system is
almost exclusively used that is based
on a 5-grade scale: 1means a fail, 2 is
the lowest acceptable level, and 5 is
the best achievement. In elementary
and secondary schools, students receive about four to eight marks per
semester based on their oral presentations, short quizzes, and written
work, e.g., solving tasks in math and
science or written compositions in
the language arts. These marks
determine their year’s result. In
written work some teachers may use
tests where available. These tests
8

are often provided as a supplement
to textbooks or as separate booklets.
There are no definite national or
local guidelines concerning the use
of these tests; teachers are free to
use them as they choose.
The only centrally organized testing process is part of the higher
education entrance examination.
Only one-third on average of the
applicants can enter the universities
or colleges, and these exams are very
competitive. The tests are developed
by small groups of experts and are
kept secret until the day of testing.
Thus, these tests are never tried out
and are of poor quality from the
point of view of test construction
and reliability. In higher education,
tests are relatively rarely used. They
are used mostly in language teaching where foreign test banks are
directly adaptable.

schools could chose the content and
methods of teaching, but at certain
ages, students would be expected to
reach standards accepted nationwide. The achievement of students
would be checked through centrally
organized examinations, probably at
the ages of 12, 14, 16, and 18. The
exams at the ages of 12 and 14 play
mostly a diagnostic role and might
help the transition between school
levels. The age of 16 marks the end
of compulsory education, and the
exams planned at this point are to
close the compulsory schooling. Most
of the actual research efforts in
educational evaluation are concentrated to develop the proper test
batteries for these exams. The traditional maturu is also expected to be
renewed. The written exams will
mostly be replaced by standardized
tests.

Directions for the Nineties
The most recent changes in the
Hungarian educational system imply some new development in evaluation and testing. A new educational
act is being developed and will
probably be approved by the parliament in 1992. Its aim is to delineate
what the legislative consequences of
the change of the political system
are for education and to give a legal
framework for the evolution of education. Although several outlines of
the planned law have already been
discussed, both in professional and
lay circles, the latest, fifth draft is
probably not the last one (“Conceptions of the Law,” 1992).Despite the
active discussions, the main developmental tendencies have already
emerged.
Instead of the totally regulated
central curriculum, a more flexible
national core curriculum is planned
that leaves more autonomy for local
and school-level decisions (Nagy &
Szebenyi, 1990). The existing 8 + 4
(elementary t grammar school) and
8 + 3 (elementary + apprenticeship)
structure of the school system might
also be changed and replaced by
other forms, e.g., 4 t 8, 10 t 2, or
6 t 6.
This greater variability in schools
and teaching systems is expected to
be controlled through an output
oriented evaluation system. This
means that local authorities could
chose the structure of schools and
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