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BOLLA ZSOLT *

A Successful School Innovation and
the Potentials Inherentin
Free School Choice

Osszefoglalas: A magyar oktataspolitika torténetének sokszor elitélt, maskor
elfogadott vagy olykor iinnepelt, de még mindig tulélé (a kormanyokat is tdl-
él6) eleme a sziil6k szabad iskolavalasztashoz valo joga. Szerepe a szegregalt
iskolak kialakuldsaban megkérdédjelezhetetlen. Ugyanakkor biztosithatja az
innovativ varosi iskoldk fennmaradasat is, amelyek jol atgondolt jovéképpel
és cselekvési hajlanddsaggal rendelkeznek. Eléadasomban bemutatom, hogy
az iskola arculatanak és tartalmanak megvaltoztatasa hogyan segitheti el6 a
sikeres beiskolazast, kiilonos tekintettel a valtozo kortilményekre, az egyha-
zi iskoldk elszivé hatdsara és a csokkend gyermeklétszam okozta nehézsé-
gekre. Intézményiink, a Pécsi Matyds Kiraly Utcai Altaldnos Iskola elmult
idGszaka tobb szempontbdl is tanulsagos lehet mds, hasonlo helyzetben 1év6
allami fenntartasa intézmény szamara is. Bemutatom, hogy az iskola ujita-
sai hogyan segitettek megforditani a fennmaradast veszélyeztetd trendeket.
Hogyan tjultak meg az iskola tantermei sziil6k, kollégak és Alapitvanyunk
segitségével. Hogyan tudtuk Uj szemlélettel gazdagitani intézményiinket,
megOrizve megléve értékeink orokségét: az ének-zene tagozatot, amelynek
elinditasat maga Kodaly Zoltan segitette, majd az angol tagozatot, és az iskola
csaladias hangulatat. Mit jelent, és mennyire sikeresek a tartalmi valtoztata-
sok, mint egy zenei program (,,Hangol-6rak”) bevezetése alsosok szamara, a
tandrak roviditése (40 perc), és az iskolai bullying megel6z6 program. Ho-
gyan sikeriilt eljuttatnunk a sziil6khoz ezeket a valtozasokat. Az elmult két
év beiskolazasi statisztikai, a tljelentkezés azt mutatta, hogy elképzeléseink
bevaltak. Kiilonb6z6 informalis csatornakon keresztiil gyorsan elterjedt a hir
a gyermekiiknek iskolat keresé sziilok korében, hogy a Matyds Iskolaban el-
indult egy innovativ folyamat, amely egy vonzo, gyermekbarat és szinvonalas
iskola lehet6ségét kinalja mindenki szamara.

Kulcsszavak: Szabad iskolavalasztas, iskolai innovaciok, beiskolazas.
Keywords: Free school choice, school innovations, promoting enrolment.

Dunakavics - 2024 /12

* Pécsi Mdtyds Kirdly Utcai Alta-
ldnos Iskola, igazgaté

PTE BTK ,,Oktatds és tarsadalom”
Neveléstudomdnyi Doktori Iskola
doktorandusz

Email: m2019zsolt@gmail.com

13



Bolla Zsolt

[1] Berényi Eszter (2016):
Az autonémidtdl a szelek-
cidig. Az iskolavdlasztds
jelentése a rendszervdltds utdni
iddészak magyar kozoktatd-
sdban. Budapest: Gondo-

lat Kiado. https://www.
academia.edu/28723415/
Az_auton%C3%
B3mi%C3%A1t%C3%B3]_a_
szelekci%C3%B3ig?auto=
download

[2] Hricsovinyi J.-Jozsa K.
(2018): Iskolavalasztds és
szelekcid. In:J. B. Fejes -N.
Sztics (Eds.): En vétkem.
Helyzetkép az oktatdsi szegre-
gdciordl. Motivacié Oktatasi
Egyesiilet. https://real.mtak.
hu/86134/1/HJ_JK_2018_is-
kolavalasztas.pdf

[3] Ercse K. (2019): Az egy-
hézi fenntartdsu iskoldk és a
szelekcio, szegregacio kapc-
solata. Iskolakultiira, 29., (7.).
https://www.iskolakultura.
hu/index.php/iskolakultura/
article/view/32765

14

Even when it was introduced in 1985, it was clear that free school choice
would not be a real option for everyone. In communities that have only one
school, choice is difficult. Since schools cannot admit everyone without limit,
there will inevitably be some who cannot get into the school of their choice.
It also became clear soon that a significant number of parents are not even
aware of the possibilities offered by this law, or are unable to exercise this
right, probably because they are not familiar with the schools’ environment.
However, parents with a stronger capability to assert interests have recognised
the potential of the law to enrol their children in their chosen institution along
with other parents like them. [1]

It was first in the early 2000s that more and more people began to realise
that this was leading to the rise of segregated schools — a growing problem in
much of the country - but by then it was so deeply entrenched that no govern-
ment committed itself to abolishing it. Various bureaucratic measures have
been tried to mitigate its effects, with only partial results. [2]

Following the 2010 elections, the system, which had been relatively un-
changed until then, was completely overhauled. The Act one hundred and
ninety (CXC) of 2011 on National Public Education started the process of
centralisation, nationalising education and abolishing municipal mainte-
nance, but free school choice was maintained. Today, especially in the larger
cities, public institutions are increasingly facing the challenge of providing
secure enrolment due to financial constraints, declining numbers of children
and the presence of competing church and foundation schools with substan-
tial financial backing. 3]

In the course of my research, I am looking for examples of implemented
and feasible changes that could have helped to make school enrolment suc-
cessful in a specific example, King Mathias Rex Primary School, in King
Mathias Rex Street, Pécs when renewing the external image and the internal,
content-related work. I used a questionnaire to find out which factors influ-
ence parents when choosing a school and which were the most important
innovations for them in the case of the institution concerned. The results are
instructive in a number of ways and could be useful for other public institu-
tions in similar situation facing difficulties in enrolment.

The idea behind the survey is that it can be based on the opinions of par-
ents who are currently involved in school choice. Therefore, I targeted my
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questionnaire to parents whose child was preparing for school as a pre-school group kindergartener, with
the help of kindergartens.

95.7% of respondents were aware of the possibility to choose their school.

55.9% of them would not enrol their child in a district school, 25.8% are still looking for a suitable
school, so they are not necessarily considering a district school either.

Only 18.3% considers this. As regards the maintainer of the school, the majority 53.38% consider a
school district school, 12.7% consider a foundation-run school, 18.6% considers a university-run school,
and 15.2% consider a church school. With this question, the questionnaire did not give only one choice,
that is why a higher proportion of respondents mentioned foundation-run schools as a possible alterna-
tive. If we do not look at percentages, 94 out of 138 respondents would send their child to a foundation-
run school, which in percentage terms already represents 68.1%, which is over two thirds of them. This
is the basis for the expectation that it is possible for state schools to break out of the seemingly insoluble
and hopeless situation they find themselves in, in contrast to the more favourable situation of church- and
foundation-run schools.

According to parental feedback, the most influential source of information was the personal con-
versation. Forms of this included direct communication with teachers, school management, open days,
classroom visits, school visits. In line with these expectations, we gave parents the opportunity to ask us
questions and to contact us if they were unsure. We started with the school fair, where we welcomed in-
terested parents. We explained the characteristics of our school and introduced our future teachers. This
was followed by open days and introductory sessions to assist orientation. We are constantly developing
and shaping these elements, which are typical of all schools, so that parents feel a sense of immediacy, a
cooperative and helpful spirit in order to ask and receive answers to their questions.

Another important strategic factor was parents’ expectations of the school. It was increasingly apparent
to us, and my research confirmed this, that there was a significant shift in parents’ perceptions of the al-
leged or real values of the school. Of course, the eternal dilemma of the choice of teacher is still dominant
today, but alongside it have emerged aspects that can significantly influence the positioning priorities of
schools.

These include its (real) child-centredness, safe environment, atmosphere, spirit, good community. The
expectations of the past — maths classes, further education indicators — have fallen far short of these needs,
and old attitudes are losing their appeal. The responses show that, though not decisively, friends, acquaint-
ances, other parents and kindergarten teachers influence parents’ choices.

It is surprising — but probably they are also aware of the financial situation of the schools in the school
districts - that the condition of the school building and its equipment are not a determining factor in par-
ents’ expectations. The least of parents’ concerns is the proximity to their home or workplace.

(@)1
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The past period of King Mathias Rex Primary School, in King Mathias Rex Street, Pécs can be instruc-
tive for state-run schools in similar situations in a number of ways. One of the aims of my study is to pro-
vide some guidance for other schools and their managers following the analysis of the survey.

Of course, each municipality and each school is unique in terms of its situation, state and potentials. It
is therefore the responsibility of the management to create and develop its own image and to communicate
it to parents. All that can be offered are recommendations and ideas.

The situation of our school became more and more serious after the regime change, as a number of
large church schools started in the vicinity, thanks to the reclaimed church properties in the historic city
centre. Enrolling problems were growing and threatening its very survival. In 2019, 13 children applied for
enrolment for the first grade (the limit was 25, and that number also included the pupils from the district.
The first, main and most urgent task was to address the enrolment situation.

Focusing on these, it seemed appropriate to start building from the bottom up.

In defining our overall plan, we have sought to maintain and preserve the values that remain essential
to us, but also to renew and enrich our institution with a new approach.

A priority was to keep the family-like atmosphere. In our school of two hundred three (203) pupils, so
everyone knows everyone. Today, as the questionnaire shows, parents have increased their expectations
of schools that offer a safe environment, a real child-centred approach and a real focus on their children.

We will also continue our long tradition of singing and music education, started by Zoltan Koddly. We
have also strengthened our English section, which was launched later.

In 2020, we also launched major content changes. We introduced a morning discussion in the lower
grades, which we called ‘tune-in period’ (‘Hangol-6ra’). From Monday to Thursday, this is the start of the
day for all lower grades. We did not stick to similar programmes we already knew, but by getting to know
their themes and methods, my colleagues highlighted what they thought was important and shaped it to
their own personalities.

To fit this period in the morning, we had to change the length of the periods. The school board decided
to use the option provided by law to make the lessons 40 minutes long.

The research showed that one of the main expectations of parents is the safety of their children.

To address this need, we have launched our anti-bullying programme. Families that choose our school
are already seeking us out with this in mind. At the beginning of the school year, we reinforce in our chil-
dren the importance of looking out for each other, helping each other and rejecting all forms of bullying.

Our school building was built in 1722 and is a baroque monument with all its advantages and disad-
vantages. Education has taken place within its walls for two hundred and seventy years. We started by
renovating the lower grades’ classrooms, corridors and toilets.

We have created a bean bag room with soft carpeting and large mirrors where we can work in small
groups. It has a wide range of uses, and our longer-term plan is to turn it into a Snoezelen room in the
future.
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As I promised to my colleagues, now they have a relaxation room (with a massage table, rocking chair,
indoor bicycle, hammock) that offers them a place for recreation.

Our gym facilities are limited, so we have considered introducing sports that do not require high ceil-
ings and space. We contacted the fencing division of a sports club (PEAC) and introduced fencing, and
basketball for the little ones.

The enrolment statistics of recent years have proven that we are on the right track. Our institution is
now seen differently in the city. Through various informal channels, the word has spread quickly among
parents looking for a school for their child that ‘Matyas™ has started a process that is attractive, child-
friendly, high quality and offers different opportunities than other schools. Despite declining number of
children and other factors that make it difficult to successfully enrol, this year our school again saw an
over-enrolment of one and a half times the number of children.

To sum up what has been said

Even today, parents’ freedom of choice of school raises many questions. But we must take it into account as
part of education policy and as a certainty for a long time to come. We need not only take it into account,
but also look at its potential. My research helps to map out how parents can be reached, how schools can
appeal to them, what are the preferences that can make an institution attractive to them. With declining
child numbers and increasing supply of schools, enrolment is going to be the biggest challenge for schools
in the near future. We are already seeing an increasing number of classes planned but not implemented
due to staff shortages in schools. The development of school marketing is inevitable for the management
of the institutions, and a thorough understanding of parents’ expectations and needs is essential. In the
end, however, the thesis seems to be borne out. Free choice of school is creating a competition between
institutions, the aim of which is to make them more and more improved and attractive, while at the same
time meeting parents’ needs and not forgetting education.
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