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NEW WINDS 
IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING 

IN TRANSCARPATHIA

Hnatyk, Katalin 
Ferenc Rákóczi II Transcarpathian Hungarian 

College of Higher Education
Beregszász/Berehove, Ukraine

Ukraine

Foreign language learning is not a new phenomenon in Ukraine. Many 
people learn languages like English, German, French in Transcarpathia.  
There are several national minorities  like Russian, Hungarian, Polish, 
Romanian etc. who learn Ukrainian as a foreign language too, even if it 
does not exist in a formal way. But today a „new language” has appeared 
in this area. This is the Hungarian language as a foreign language (HFL) 
[5, 185-212; 7, 145-184]. So far Hungarian has been a minority language 
and it has been spoken only by Hungarians. In recent years there has been 
a great interest in learning HFL. Due to the economic crisis, Language Act 
2012, the war, people are looking for places to live abroad for instance 
Hungary or other countries.  As it was mentioned once, external factors 
like economy or war can bring changes in language learning and teach-
ing [1, 65-66]. It is a paradox that Language Act 2017 abandons native 
language education for minorities after 4th form, however the prestige of 
Hungarian has been increasing. The reasons of learning it are various, but 
language policy and economic policy in Ukraine might have contributed 
to this situation [2, 65-69]. 

HFL is taught at secondary schools as a second foreign language, on 
language courses and in an informal way like private lessons. According 
to data of 2018 there are 159 pupils who learn HFL at schools in the dis-
trict of Beregszász [3]. There are 5 schools where 865 pupils study it from 
the 1-11th forms in the city of Beregszász.  Pupils have 1-2 lessons a week 
[4]. I do not have any data from other districts and cities yet. Nevertheless 
the numbers might be much higher in other places. 

The language courses are also popular. There is the list of the places 
where language courses were in 2016: Alsókerepec, Bátyú, Bercsényifalva, 
Beregszász, Bustyaháza, Csap, Drágabártfalva, Herincse, Homok, Huszt, 
Ilosva, Kereknye, Kincses, Királyháza, Kispásztély, Kölcsény, Kőrösmező, 
Magyarkomját, Monostor, Munkács, Nagyberezna, Nagybocskó, Nagyláz, 
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Nagyszőlős, Nevicke, Ókemence, Onokóc, Ökörmező, Perecseny, 
Rahó, Rákos, Saján, Szentmiklós, Szerednye, Szolyva, Szőlősvégardó, 
Szvidovec, Taracköz, Tasnád, Técső, Tekeháza, Tiszabogdány, Ungordas, 
Ungvár, Vidráspatak. It has started with 1880 students in 140 groups with 
more than 70 teachers in 45 places. (Ökörmező District – 19 , Nagyberezna 
District - 20., Ilosva District – 54., Rahó District – 58 , Perecseny District 
– 62 , Beregszász District – 112, Huszt District – 136 , Munkács District– 
140, Nagyszőlős District– 410 , Técső District – 424, Ungvár District – 
445) [6]. There is a chart to see the development of language learning on 
language courses:

First time the course consisted of 60 lessons, now 120 lessons at Level 
A1 and A2. More than 100 teachers teach the language. From 2016  it 
is possible to take an official language exam from HFL by the European 
Consortium for the Certificate of Attainement in Modern Languages (ECL 
Centre) in Transcarpathia as well. According to the last language exam 
result 3 people have taken successful language exams, 2 at level B2 and 
1 at level C1. So as it can be seen the interest is great and the question is 
that ”Is the HFL language teaching effective?”  

I did some research on the topic about possibilities and difficulties 
of HFL teaching in the district of Beregszász. Actually I was interested 
in the teachers’ opinion about it. I interviewed 10 teachers by record. The 
participants are all language teachers at secondary secondary schools and 

at Ferenc Rákóczi II. Transcarpathian Hungarian Institute except one, who 
teaches history at school. One of them has been teaching HFL for 19 years 
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but the others have been teaching it for just 2-4years. The teachers teach 
children at school and adults on language courses as well. In addition to it 
one of them teaches adults through Skype. Furthermore two of them teach 
students at Ferenc Rákóczi II. Transcarpathian Hungarian Institute too. 
Three teachers have qualifications as a teacher of HFL by Károli Gáspár 
University of the Reformed Church in Hungary. One of the teachers is 
studying on this postgraduate specialist training now. Having completed 
this programme teachers said that it helped them a lot in the methodology. 

However each teacher has still difficulties in HFL teaching. There is no 
curriculum on language courses, they have to do it by themselves. Al-
though there is a curriculum at school, the approved course books by the 

Ministry of Education and Science in Ukraine do not accomodate to the 
curriculum. Moreover there are still no enough course books for children 

at school. The other problem is that some classes are heterogeneous. It 
means that there are Ukrainian and Hungarian pupils in the same class, 
therefore teaching is complicated for teachers. Some teachers claim that 

the use of interlanguage is quite essential, but they do not know Ukrainian 
well to translate the difficulties in grammar and vocabulary into Ukranian. 
All teachers say that there are Russian language learners in the goups as 

well. In one case on language courses there was a woman whose native 
language was English and one more person whose native language was 
Georgian. To the teachers’ point of view the nationalities can also inlu-
ence the way of teaching. The number of lessons at school is also a big 
problem, because there is only 1-2 lessons per a week. The conditions and 
facilities on language course are satisfying but not at schools. 

According to the teachers language learners have various problems 

with HFL learning.  The main problems are int he fields of pronunciation 
and grammar. It is difficult to pronounce the long and short pairs of vowels 
like ö-ő, ü-ű, u-ú, to distinguish a-á-o. The use of Past Tense, Imperative 
Mood, Conditional Mood are so complicated too. The use of nominative 
and objective case in conjugation is one of the most difficult phenomenon 
to comprehend it. They do not put the suffix -t after nouns in objective 

case. One teacher said that students at insitute often get confused with 
the article a. There is a great influence of the English article a and the 

pronunciation on the article a. The wordorder is also a problematic ques-
tion. It is said that language learners are also confused learning the plural 

and singular forms of nouns especially after numerals. However language 
learners are successful in reading comprehension tasks. Some teachers 
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mentioned that language learners also enjoy speaking, actually they are 

not afraid of making mistakes. Nevertheless the lack of motivation is a 

bigger problem especially at school. It is said that many pupils do not 

have inner motivation to learn the language, it is just their parents’ will. 
The teachers estimate that their language learners can usually reach level 
A2 in extreme cases B1. However many language learners on language 
courses attend the same level of courses even three times. Answering the 
question ’’Why are Ukrainian people learning Hungarian?’’ various rea-
sons were mentioned. For some people it is an instrument for their pros-
perity, they want to receive the Hungarian citizenship to go abroad. Other 
Ukrainians live with Hungarians in marriage, and they want to learn to 
communicate. There are some people who moved to Beregszász from the 
east part of Ukraine and they want to get to know the local language en-
vironment. There are many doctors and nurses who want to understand 
the Hungarian patients, salesman at the market also want to communicate 
with Hungarian customers.

I asked the teachers in the interview to give some suggestions to be 
more effective HFL teaching. According to half of the teachers getting 
the pupils’ motivation is incredibly important to get results. The teachers 
would prefer smaller groups but more lessons. Furthermore they suggest 
that pupils need to meet other native speakers and the target language en-
vironment throughout outdoor activities or excursions. Teaching children 
teachers need more specialized books. One teacher emphasized that some 
language learners learn Hungarian as a heritage language or a second lan-
guage. They already have some knowledge beacause of the local language 
environment, therefore they need other curriculum and course books. 

Conclusions and pedagogical implications
This study has highlighted the growing importance of the Hungarian lan-
guage as a foreign language teaching and learning in Ukraine. The ways 
of the teaching it are formal and informal as well. Although the condi-
tions and facilities are gradually being solved there are some difficulties in 
teaching and learning this language. The sort of curriculum at school, lack 
of curriculum on language courses, the lack of specialized course books, 

the number of lessons make teaching more complicated. According to the 

answers it seems that the main problems with language learning are relat-
ed to the pronunciation, the use of grammar and among young language 

learners the lack of motivation.
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Based on these results it is advisable for all teachers to study the 

methodology of Hungarian as a foreign language teaching. It is worth-
while to do adequate curriculum(s) for all types of language learners. To 
solve the problems of course books it might be a possible solution to write 
specialized course books in Transcarpathia. Further research is needed on 
the topic of difficulties of Hungarian as a forein language learning.
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