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BILINGUAL EDUCATION MODEL 
FOR THE MINORITIES: ALWAYS 

THE BEST SOLUTION?

Csernicskó, István
Ferenc Rákóczi II Transcarpathian Hungarian 

College of Higher Education
Beregszász/Berehove, Ukraine

Ukraine

Introduction
The Law of Ukraine “On Education” introduces bilingual education for rep-
resentatives of national minorities. It seems that the Ministry of Education 

and Science of Ukraine managed to cut the Gordian knot of minority educa-
tion: the Ukrainian Government found the educational model which simul-
taneously ensures the preservation of ethno-cultural identity and facilitates 
social integration. According to the conclusion of the Ministry of Education 

and Science of Ukraine, by introducing bilingual education, it is possible to 
solve the education problems of Ukraine’s minorities. However, our views 
are rooted in our research, which we have been conducting for about twen-
ty years, investigating the Transcarpathian Hungarian educational system 
according to various criteria. In our study, we explain that the question of 
minority education is impossible to be removed from the complex context 
in which it operates.

1. Relationship between mother tongue education and language 
maintenance in Ukraine based on statistical data
The Hungarian education system is one of the most developed ones in 
the whole of Ukraine. According to the education model now applied 
in Transcarpathia, every subject is taught in the learners’ mother tongue 
(Hungarian) in the schools with Hungarian language as the means of 
instruction; the state language and one or two foreign languages are separate 
school subjects. According to the data of the Ministry of Education and 

Science of Ukraine1 and those of the Transcarpathian Hungarian Pedagogical 
Association2, instruction in Hungarian is carried out in 70 kindergartens 

1 http://old.mon.gov.ua/ua/activity/education/56/694/zagalni-vidomosti/ (30-07-2015).
2 http://kmpsz.uz.ua/oldal/iskolak.html (16-06-2015).
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and 70 general secondary schools in the region. In another 32 general 

secondary schools, instruction is carried out in Ukrainian and Hungarian 
(in parallel forms, one is taught in Ukrainian, the other in Hungarian). More 
than 15.000 children study in schools with Hungarian as the language of 
instruction. Students can obtain a degree in several majors after studying in 

Hungarian both at Uzhhorod National University and at Ferenc Rákóczi II 
Transcarpathian Hungarian Institute.

If we examine the data presented in Table 1 and Figure 1, we can 
notice an interesting connection (Csernicskó & Ferenc 2010: 340–342). In 
the rest of Ukraine as well as in Transcarpathia, the nationality and mother 
tongue coincide mainly in those nationalities which have a school network 
teaching in the pupils’ first language (Russians, Romanians, and Hungari-
ans); however, in the case of those national minorities that do not have their 
own schools (or only partly), the ratio of those speaking another first lan-
guage than the language of their ethnicity is significantly higher (Gypsies, 
Byelorussians, Germans, and Slovaks). 

The data shows the correlations of language identity, language main-
tenance and the language of instruction demonstrating the language of the 

majority (Ukrainians) and those of the 13 minority communities.

Figure 1. The ratio of those considering the language of their nationality 

as their mother tongue in the whole of Ukraine and in Transcarpathia (2001 census data)
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Table 1. The languages of 13 minority communities 

of Ukraine at various levels of education3

Minority 
language

Mother 
tongue 

in  
pre-

school 
educa-
tion

Instruc-
tion of 

National 
culture, 
tradi-
tions

Mo-
ther 

tongue 
as op-
tional 
school 
subject

Mother 
tongue 
as com-
pulsory 
school 
subject

Mother 
tongue 
as the 

lan-
guage 

of 
instruc-

tion 
(Forms 

1–4)

Mother 
tongue 
as the 

language 
of in-

struction 
(Forms 
5–11)

Mother 
tongue 
as the 

language 
of instruc-

tion in 
technical 
training

Mother 
tongue 
taught 
in high-
er edu-
cation

Byelorussian +

Bulgarian + + + + + +

Gagaus + + +

Greek + + + +

Yiddish + + + +

Crimean Tatar + + + + + +

Polish + + + + + + +

Hungarian + + + + + + + +

Moldavian + + + + + + +

German3 * * * * * * *

Russian + + + + + + + +

Romanian + + + + + +

Slovak + + + + +

The data demonstrates that language shift is at an advanced stage in 
communities which do not have their own schools, where the instruction 
is in the students’ mother tongue. In spite of the fact that Byelorussians are 
the second largest minority (behind the Russians) in Ukraine, there are no 
schools with Byelorussian as the language of instruction and only 19.79% 
of them claim that their ethnicity is the same as their first language. In con-
trast to the Byelorussians, Romanians and Hungarians, for instance, are de-
voted both to their language and to their schools. It is, of course, not easy 

to decide whether the high number of people who maintain their own lan-
guage coincidentally can also learn in their own language or whether they 
are devoted to their schools because they are also devoted to maintaining 

their mother tongue. However, it is quite probable that the two indicators 
correlate and reinforce each other.

3 Taught as a foreign language.
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2. Language skills as an essential element of integration
As a rule, minorities have three options: integration, assimilation or seg-
regation. The necessary instrument of integration is bilingualism: having 
a command of the majority language ensures the opportunity of full-scale 
participation in social life, while mother tongue maintenance ensures the 
preservation of one’s own identity and culture. The Ministry sees the path to 
integration and to acquiring the necessary language skills for it in the intro-
duction of bilingual programmes. Bilingualism is also a stage in the process 

of assimilation, but only as a transitional phenomenon. It is only present un-
til the minority community gradually undergoes a complete language shift 

and becomes a new part of the monolingual majority community, generally 
taking over the new culture and identity as well (or perhaps also maintain-
ing some marginal elements of their former culture and identity). Segre-
gation does not require bilingualism. But first language monolingualism, 
consequently, does not facilitate either horizontal or vertical mobility; it 
isolates the individual in his own community.

The Ministry points out that pupils of Transcarpathian schools with 
Hungarian as the language of instruction do not acquire the state language at 
a level required for a successful social integration. The results of several in-
vestigations also support this claim (Csernicskó 2011). Although Transcar-
pathian Hungarian schools are successful in reproducing ethno-linguistic 
identity, their pupils do not acquire the state language at a level that enables 
their successful social integration into the Ukrainian society. It seems that 
schools teaching all the school subjects in Hungarian “lock up” Transcar-
pathian Hungarians in a (language) ghetto. However, the situation is more 
complex than that.

Several unanswered questions have emerged related to the education-
al model described above. For example: what will happen to the child whose 
knowledge of Ukrainian is poor but is excellent at mathematics, and vice 
versa, the child who speaks the state language very well, but the multiplica-
tion table already causes great difficulties for him? What kind of textbooks 
should be used: Ukrainian ones, their Hungarian translations, or both? If 
both should be used, who will finance the purchase of the second textbook: 
the state or the parents? Will there ever be bilingual textbooks, visual aids or 
teaching materials needed for bilingual education? Who will deal with the 
teachers’ language training and development?

The model of bilingual education has several positive elements. Un-
fortunately, however, the Ukrainian state has not created the necessary con-
ditions for its successful and efficient application.
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(1) The Ministry of Education did not initiate that higher education-
al establishments introduce changes in pre-service and in-service teacher 
training. It means that the state prepared neither the language teachers nor 

the subject teachers for the practical use of the bilingual educational model.

(2) Bilingual textbooks have not been prepared. Neither has the state 
commissioned authors or publishers to devise and edit such books. The 
government wish to implement bilingual education based on monolingual 
textbooks.

(3) The curriculum, textbooks, and requirements of the subject 
‘Ukrainian Language’ have not changed.

(4) The impact of using two languages as the means of instruction on 
the acquisition of the subject content is not known. From the guidelines of 
the ministry, it seems that the most crucial objective in minority bilingual 

programmes was to have the pupils acquire the state language at an ad-
vanced level, while the content subjects would be of secondary importance.

(5) There are no clear-cut guidelines whether to take the learners’ lan-
guage skills into account or not when giving marks in, say mathematics or 
biology. This way, it might happen that in one school teachers will act in 
one way, while in another, they will act in a different way. There may be 
schools where the pupils’ knowledge of Ukrainian will play a significant 
part in their mark in chemistry, while in another school; this factor will not 
have any impact on the pupils’ marks.

In addition to the inadequate preparation of bilingual education, some 
other concerns also arise. The biggest problem is that the programme is rec-
ommended by the ministry only in schools for national minorities; majority 
schools continue to apply only a single language of instruction: Ukrainian. 
It is also quite problematic that the development and the maintenance of 
minority mother tongues are not stated in the documents on bilingual edu-
cation programmes in any way whatsoever, not even as an intention. This 
suggests that the maintenance of these languages is not among the objec-
tives of the state.

Introducing bilingual education exclusively in minority schools in-
terprets the integration of minorities in the way that everyone has the same 
right to study in the state language and accomplish himself in the state lan-
guage (Csernicskó & Ferenc 2010).

Fishman (1988/1992: 169) calls this type of integration as ‘We-on-
ly-want-to-liberate-them-from-their-ethnic-self-imprisonment’ syndrome. 
Many experts (e.g. Skutnabb-Kangas, Kontra & Phillipson 2006) do not 
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agree with this interpretation. Skutnabb-Kangas (1990: 13) does not rec-
ommend the application of the transitional education programme, with the 
rationale that “A transitional programme is a more sophisticated version of 
submersion programmes, a more ‘human’ way of assimilation.”

We totally agree with Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine 
in that Transcarpathian Hungarians have to master the Ukrainian language 
for their own sake. We also agree that the language skills in Ukrainian of 
those who study in Hungarian schools is insufficient, and that the quality of 
teaching Ukrainian is bad in most of these programmes. But the Minstry of 
Education not asks the question: why is the standard of teaching Ukrainian 
in e.g. Transcarpathian Hungarian schools so low?

The right to learn a language is a fundamental human right (Skut-
nabb-Kangas 1999: 58). It seems, however, that quarter of a century inde-
pendence was not enough for the Ukrainian state to create the necessary 
conditions for the Hungarians living in the country to exercise this right 
even during her quarter-century-long independence (Csernicskó 2015).

3. Consequences of low-efficiency language teaching
Language teaching in Transcarpathian schools with Hungarian as the lan-
guage of instruction is not at all efficient. A significant part of Transcar-
pathian Hungarian parents see this education as a segregation programme 
(Skutnabb-Kangas 1990: 14) that stops their children from successful inte-
gration and social mobility. Because of the low standard of teaching Ukrain-
ian, more and more parents decide to have their children attend schools with 
Ukrainian as the language of instruction (Csernicskó 2013: 411–424). This 
is the so-called “submersion” or ‘sink-or-swim’ model (Skutnabb-Kangas 
1990: 13). Skutnabb-Kangas & Dunbar (2010) call this form of education 
a dangerous educational model for minorities, as it does not help maintain 

the ethno-linguistic identity of minorities; neither does it help form additive 
bilingualism. What it serves is assimilation. The segregation programme, 
however, does not help social integration either, as it does not result in ad-
ditive bilingualism.

Our mutual responsibility and interest – that of the Ukrainian state 
and of Transcarpathian Hungarians – is that the schools with Hungarian as 
the language of instruction should facilitate integration rather than segrega-
tion, and that the education system fosters prosperity in the students’ home 
country rather than prompts them to emigrate.
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Conclusion: how could the problem be solved?
There is no dispute between the Ministry of Education and Science and 
us in the notion that learning the state language is important and useful 

for Transcarpathian Hungarians. However, we firmly believe that learn-
ing the Ukrainian language is not the main goal. Acquisition of the state 
language is only the means of social integration. We are also certain that 
while preserving Hungarian schools, we have to find the educational mod-
el that facilitates the goals: maintaining ethno-linguistic identity and the 
acquisition of Ukrainian at a level that makes successful social integration 
possible. On the other hand, we are also sure that besides these two goals, 
teaching all the other school subjects at a high level is of equal impor-
tance. We must not allow that teaching and learning Ukrainian gain higher 
importance than good quality school education, as in a well-functioning 
state, the command of the state language is not the main requirement of 
social integration.

Instead of bilingual schooling, we would like to preserve the “lan-
guage shelter (maintenance)” educational programme recommended by 
Skutnabb-Kangas (1990: 13–14). We are convinced that teaching Ukrainian 
in Transcarpathian schools with Hungarian as the language of instruction 
can only then be effective and fruitful if the state is willing to cooperate with 
the experts of the Hungarian minority.
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