ESUKA —JEFUL 2011, 2 - 1: 29 - 40

FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING AND
EDUCATIONINMINORITY CIRCUMSTANCES.
PROBLEMSAND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

Szilvia Batyi
University of Pannonia

Abstract. Someform of bi- and multilingualism meansthe natural
lingual condition for more than the half of the population of the
Earth. Itisasubstantial linguistic aim of the Transcarpathian Hun-
garian community that beside preservation of their mother tongue
(theHungarian), acquirethe state language (the Ukrai nian language)
and the basis of at |east one world language. But thisaimis hin-
dered by alot of thingsin Transcarpathia. The goal of the study is
to shed light on these problems and to find possibl e sol utions based
ontwo researches. Thefirst research, which was carried out inthe
Tanscarpathian Hungarian schools, was to reveal the conditions
and problems of foreign language education. The research threw
light on numerous problemsthat approve the low level of foreign
language knowledge of the Tanscarpathian Hungarian youth. Atti-
tudes and stereotypes influence the success of foreign language
acquisition. For thisreason in the second part of the study | would
liketo show, what kind of stereotypesand attitudes can be discov-
ered in the parents (who are lay linguistically and language peda-
gogically) concerning foreign languages, and withinthisespecialy
concerning the English language. It appears from the interviews,
that nor the attitudes of the state towards foreign languages that
wasinherited from the soviet system, neither the impassiveness of
the parentsimproves the positive attitudes in the Transcarpathian
Hungarian students towards foreign languages, and nor the state,
neither the parents approve the motivation of foreign language ac-
quisition.
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1. Introduction

To study other languages and be able to communicate with
native speakers of other languagesis not aluxury, but a necessity
(Emmanuel Alvarez-Sandoval 2005). Learning foreign languages



30 SzilviaBatyi

in minority circumstancesisvery important from the point of view
of emergence. Some form of bi- or multilingualism is natural lin-
gual condition for morethan the half the Earth’s popul ation (Goncz
2005). One of the most convincing reasonsfor itisMackey’sdem-
onstration which contrasted the number of the world's languages
with the number of existing states and appeared to show that the
total number of languages spoken in the world is thirty or forty
times the number of states (Mackey 1967). The very existence of
the European Union promotes language diversity in its member
states. Schools, the media, advertisements, and the free labour
market all convey to parents, children and teachers just how im-
portant is to know foreign languages (especialy English). Itisa
major linguistic aim of the Transcarpathian Hungarian community
not only to preserve their mother tongue (Hungarian) but also to
acquire the state language (Ukrainian) and agrounding in at least
one world language. But in Transcarpathiathere are many obsta-
clestothisaim.

The aim of my presentation is to shed light on these prob-
lemsand to identify possible solutions.

Most of the graduates of the Transcarpathian Hungarian
schoolsleave school with low-level foreign language knowledge.
The data derived from a sociolinguistic survey carried out in the
Carpathian-basin (see Kontra1996, Csernicskd 1998, Goncz 1999,
Lanstydk 2000) show that thelevel of foreign language knowledge
isthelowest in Transcarpathiain comparison with other Hungarian
minoritiesin Carpathian-basin. It revealsthat in general, Transcar-
pathians, in contrast to other minority communitiesdo not speak a
singlewestern world language.

This study is based on two investigations conducted in the
academic years 2006/2007 and 2007/2008. Theresearchesare based
on questionnaire and interview surveys. Thefirst research, which
was carried out in Tanscarpathian Hungarian schools, was to re-
veal the conditions and problems of foreign language education.
The research threw light on numerous problems that result in the
low level of foreign language knowledge of the Tanscarpathian
Hungarian youth. The main problems are: the lack of appropriate
textbooks, the lack of teaching aids, the lack of opportunities to
practicelanguage, the small number of lessons per week, heteroge-
neous classes with too many learners, etc.
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2. Firstresearch

As stated above, this research is based on questionnaires
sent to schools and interviews with teachers. The questionnaire
was delivered to al the Hungarian schooals, to arrive an overall
picture of the state of foreign language teaching in Transcarpathia.
67% of the questionnaires were completed and returned.

In Transcarpathian schools' three (western)-European lan-
guagesaretaught: English, German and French. A study of foreign
languagestaught in Transcarpathian Hungarian school s carried out
by Orosz I1diké in the academic year 1993/94 yielded the results
bel ow, shown alongside those obtained by the present research:
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Figurel. Thedistribution of foreign languagesin schoolsin
1993/94 and in 2006/2007.

69 schools are compared is, because that was the number
studied inthe 1993/94 investigation The changes are significant!
While, in the 1993/94 academic year, English was taught in 20
schools, in 2006/2007 it was being taught in 34 schools. How-
ever, there has been a decline in the teaching of German and
French. More and more schools have introduced the teaching of
English.

The schoolsstudied fall into 4 types:

Elementary schools (forms 1-4)

Grade schools (forms 5-9)
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Secondary schools (forms 10-12)

Lyceums (forms10-12)

The following diagram illustrates the trends according to
schooal types.
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Figure2. Thedistribution of foreign languagesaccording to
schooal types.

The positive tendency towards teaching and learning Eng-
lishisself-evident. Inthe elementary schoolsonly Englishistaught
andinlyceumsonly two languages, English and German are taught.

As the purpose of this study is to highlight the problems
related to foreign language teaching in Transcarpathian Ukraine
region and try toidentify solutions, we should takeinto considera-
tion al the components of foreign language teaching: curriculum,
teachers, textbooks, teaching aids, number of lessons per week.

3. Curriculum

Thisis the fundamental framework of teaching. The cur-
riculum ratified by the Ministry of Education of Ukraineis based
on the Common European Framework of Referencefor Languages.
Thefocusison thefour language skills: reading, writing, speaking
and listening. It is designed to devel op these key aspects of com-
munication in the chosen language andis, therefore, ideal .
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4. Teachers

Theroleof theteacher inforeign languageteachingisvital.

The requirement by the Ministry of Education of Ukraine
that foreign language teaching should beintroduced in the second
form highlighted anumber of problemsand, aboveal, the lack of
appropriately skilled teachers. Most foreign language teachersin
Transcarpathia are not trained to teach in the elementary classes.
Obvioudly, thereare significant differences betweenteachinga7/9
year old child and a16/17 years old youngster.

The Transcarpathian Hungarian College named after Rakoczi
Ferenc || and the Human-Pedagogica College of Munkéacsidenti-
fied the problem and tried to solveit in the way that they introduce
English and German specialization in the teacher training faculty.
Over time, this approach should help to overcomethe problem.

What isthe most important skill of agood language teacher?
As mentioned above, interviews were carried out with different
languageteachers. Huszti [1ona, who teaches English methodol ogy
at the Transcarpathian Hungarian College named after Rakoczi
Ferenc |1 responded that teachers should be very skilled and meth-
odologicaly well-prepared.

Unfortunately, not all teacher-training colleges give equal
emphasisto theimportance of methodol ogy.

A key forum for identifying and reviewing new methodsin
language teaching isthe Summer Pedagogical Academy organised
by the Transcarpathian Hungarian Pedagogical Association.

5. Thetextbooks

Thetextbook isabasic tool of foreignlanguage teaching.

The problem isthat foreign language textbooks are written
for children whose mother tongueis Ukrainian, so theinstructions
inthebook arein Ukrainian and the vocabulary in thebook isalso
in Ukrainian. Thisisaserious problem, because aHungarian pupil
in the second form, who doesn’t now either English or Ukrainian,
can't usethetextbook. Another problemisthat the books are based
on the grammar-translation method and doesn’t contain enough
situational or other tasks which prove the communication in the
target language.
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6. Number of lessons
Teachers mentioned that the number of lessons per week is
not enough. In Table 1 we can see how many lessons are in the
different forms.

Table 1. Number of lessons per week.

Form Number of lessons
per week

1st class*

2nd class

3rd class
4th class
Sth class
6th class
7th class
8th class
9th class
10th class
11th class
12th class

NN W| W W[ W W NN

*In the 1st form foreign language teaching is not compulsory.

So, inthelower classesthe number of lessons per week is2,
in the upper classesis2 and 3.

7. Second research

In this part of the study which is based on an empirical
research | would like to show what kind of stereotypes and atti-
tudes can be discovered in the parents (who are lay linguistically
andlanguage pedagogically) concerning foreign languages, and within
thisespecially concerning the English language (its“ world language’
status, its continuous spreading, itsrolein the labour market etc.),
and concerning the teaching of the languages (the necessity of the
teaching foreign languages, its circumstances, its methodol ogical
principles, the role of the teacher and the course book etc.). The
survey was done among the parents of the pupils studying at the
sixthform (11-12 yearsold). | chosefour schoolsfor my research:
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Table 2. The examined schools.

School Type Teaching
language
Secondary School of City school | Hungarian

Beregszasz No 4 named
after Lajos Kossuth

Hungarian Gymnasium | City school | Hungarian

of Beregszasz
Secondary School of Village Hungarian,
Sisloc named after school Ukrainian

Dobb Istvan

Secondary School of Village Hungarian
Nagydobrony school

| tried to choose the schools according to different aspects.
The aspectswere:

« type of school (secondary school or lyceum/gymnasium),

« teaching language of the school

* environmental language (if the pupil live and study in a

school wherethe environment isbilingual it will not be unfamiliar
for himtolearn aforeignlanguage).

The hypotheseswerethefollowing:

1. Thereisaconnection between the effectiveness of for-
eign language learning and the parental stereotypesand
attitudes.

2. The parents are not well-informed about the circum-
stances and conditions of the foreign language teaching
inschools.

Nine parents were interviewed and ten parents filled in a

guestionnaire. Theinterview and the questionnaire contained simi-
lar questionsto make clearer results.

8. Themost important language
At the beginning of this study | emphasi sed how important

nowadaysto speak foreign languages, especially English. But for
the question How do you think, what is the most important for-
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eign language? we got different answers. Some parents consid-
ered Ukrainian as the most important foreign language, and those
parentswho considered English asthe most important foreign lan-
guage they emphasised the importance of Ukrainian language
through the whole interview. It is not strange or unusual that in
Ukraine the Ukrainian languageisaforeign language. Asthefor-
eign language teaching is not effective, there are also numerous
problemsin the Ukrainian language teaching in Hungarian schools.
Oneof the most important problemsisthat the Ukrainian language
as a subject means the same in the Hungarian and the Ukrainian
schools, so it is supposed that the Hungarian child has some basic
knowledge of Ukrainian language when he goesto thefirst form.
Butitisnot true. The course books, curriculum are based on gram-
matical issues not on communication.

9. Theimportanceof foreign language knowledge

Parentsthink that it isgood if their children spesksaforeign
language and they listed different reasons to support it, e.g. Who
knows what the future brings, or As many language you speak so
many personsyou are. These reasons, we must tell, are not so con-
vincing. The question comes out: Is it necessary today in Trans-
carpathiato speak foreign languages besi desthe mother tongue and
the state language? Does a person have advantages by knowing a
foreign language? Nearly all the parents answered that here in
Transcarpathiaknowing foreign languagesisnot soimportant. It can
be useful if the person worksfor an internationa firm or continues
his studies abroad. We must say again that the answers of the par-
ents are not surprising. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian state more and
moretriesto orientateto thewest, till foreign languageknowledgeis
not important in the country, for whichtherearealot of evidence. In
the year of 2008 there was no opportunity to passfinal exam of any
foreign language. It meansthat if somebody wanted to enter a uni-
versity to study on faculty of Englishlanguage, he/shedidn’t haveto
pass English exam. What ismore, in Ukraineyou can get adiploma
or scientific degree only with the knowledge of Ukrainian language.
Asinthehigher education thereisno need of foreignlanguage knowl-
edge, in most jobsforeign language knowledgeisnot required, itis
understandable that for the parentsit is not a basic thing that their
children could spesk aforeign language.
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Thisunder motivation from the direction of the parents, the
state and because of this from the pupilsis conducive to the low
level of foreign language knowledgeintheregion. Thesituationis

the samewith the Ukrainian nationality aswell.

Table 3. The percentage of the speakersin Transcarpathia
who speak other languages besidestheir mother tongue according
to the census datain 2001.

Rate of the speakers who speaks the given language besides Doesn’t

Nationality his/her mother tongue (%) speak
other
languages

Speakgrs - -

222 F (2] |°
Ukrainians 81.7 3.1 | 265 ]0.63|033]0.09]| 1.1 | 688
Hungarians 56.5 46.7 - 30.5 | 0.64 | 035 | 0.09 | 0.9 | 413
Romanians 29.7 243 | 0.7 | 37.6 | 0.01 | 0.01 | 0.08 | 0.1 | 49.1
Russians 63.1 809 | 3.9 - 348 | 1.32 | 0.16 | 2.2 | 189
Gipsies 0.7 39.5 1220 | 11.7 | 0.00 | 0.01 | 0.00 | 0.6 | 56.6
Slovaks 39.2 93.5 | 248 | 31.1 | 1.58 | 0.72 | 0.07 | 2.2 | 12.2
Germans 31.5 933 | 19.7 | 33.8 | 0.84 - 0.17 | 2.7 17.3
Belorussians 14.5 799 | 2.0 | 559 | 143 | 0.91 | 0.00 | 1.9 16.6
Others 12.0 69.8 | 6.1 | 472|264 | 1.12 | 0.16 | 40 | 24.1
Altogether 37.2 474 | 33 | 272 ]0.69 | 035 | 0.09 | 1.1 | 63.0

10. Thecour se book

In most of the Transcarpathian Hungarian schools the for-
eign language books are used which were created for Ukrainian
children. The main problem with them that they are based on a
language whichisgenetically and typologically different from the
Hungarian language and based on the grammatical-translation
method, which is not the newest and most effective method in
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language teaching. There are books, which are based on modern
methods but there is not enough in schools or only for classroom
use. And the main problem that still remained: these booksare not
designed especially for Transcapathian Hungarian children.

11. The teacher

Theteacher hasakey rolein foreign language teaching. We
also asked parents about what kind of features should agood lan-
guageteacher possess. Thefollowing answerscame: He/she should
be friendly, kind, strict, sympathetic, she can motivate children,
and she can present the topic understandable. What is very inter-
esting that the importance of professional knowledgeisnot in the
line of the features.

12. Summary

Asasummary we can say that in the Transcarpathian Hun-
garian school s needs achangein the areaof approaches and meth-
ods concerning foreign language teaching. Such approaches and
methods should be used that consider the distinctiveness of the
Transcarpathian Hungarian community, the groupswithin the com-
munity and they should harmonize with the linguistic and socio-
logical aimsof the community. But aslong asthelocal Hungarian
schools are the units of the centralised Ukrainian state education
structure, the Hungarian school network works according to the
aims of the mgjority elite and not according to the aims of the
Transcarpathian Hungarian community. One of the explanations
can be this for the low efficiency of foreign language and state
language education.

It appearsfrom the research conducted among parents, that
nor the attitudes of the state towards foreign languages that was
inherited from the soviet system, neither the impassiveness of the
parentsimprovesthe positive attitudesin the Transcarpathian Hun-
garian students towards foreign languages, and nor the state, nei-
ther the parents approve the motivation of foreign language acqui-
sition. And it is well-known, that the attitudes, stereotypes and
motivation have adetermining rolein language acquisition.
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Kokkuvote. Szilvia Batyi: V6orkeeledpe ja haridus véhemustingi-
mustes. Probleemid javaimalikud lahendused. Enam kui poolele maa-
kera rahvastikust on kaks- ja mitmekeelsus tavaparane olukord. Taga
Karpaatia ungari kogukond omandab lisaks emakeelele (ungari kedl) ka
riigikeele (ukraina keel) ja vhemalt Uhe maailmakeele alused. Tega



40 SzilviaBatyi

Karpaatias on palju agaolusid, mis seda takistavad. Uurimuse eesmérk
on heita valgust nendele probleemidele ja leida véimalikke lahendusi,
tuginedes kahele teadudikule uurimusele. Esimese uurimust6o, mis vii-
di 18bi Taga-Karpaatiaungari koolis, eesmérk oli vélja selgitadavdorkee-
le Bpetamise tingimused ja tuua vélja sellega seotud probleemid. Uuri-
mustod heitis valgust mitmetele probleemidele, mis néitasid Taga-
Karpaatias el avate noorte ungarl aste vodrkee eoskuse madal at taset. \V 60r-
keele omandami se edukust mdjutavad hoiakud jastereotiitibid. Omauuri-
muse teises 0sas soovin nédidata, milliseid stereottitipe ja hoiakuid voor-
keele Bppimise osas oli vBimalik leida vanemate seas, kes on keeletea
duslikult ja keelepedagoogiliselt agatundmatud, eriti selles osas, mis
puudutab inglisekeelt. Intervjuudest selgus, et sotsialistliku slisteemi gjast
parinev riigitasandil voorkeeltesse suhtumine ja ka vanemate Ukskoik-
sus ei paranda Taga-Karpaatia ungarlastest tudengite positiivset suh-
tumist vBdrkeeltesse, samuti el motiveeri riik ega vanemad vdorkeelte
omandamist.

Marksonad: kakskeelne, vodrkeel, hoiakud, stereottitibid



