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Introduction
four sectors of  the education system are distinguished: public education, vo-
cational training, higher education and adult education. In my dissertation, I 
intend to focus only on public education. Hungarian-Italian relations date back 
a long time. In my study, through the magnifying glass of  education policy, I 
present the situation of  the Italian language in the language policy between the 
18th and 20th centuries in a language policy approach. Next, through the lens 
of  language policy, I will describe the new type of  school that emerged in the 
years around the change of  regime, the bilingual school, and the circumstances 
of  its establishment. finally, I touch on the status of  the Italian language in the 
20th century, with an emphasis on secondary education.

the Italian language in the throes of  hungarian education policy
We can state that the Italian language and culture have been present in Hun-
gary since the foundation of  the state (farkis 2021). for the first time in 
Hungary, language masters taught Italian in dormitories and girls’ education 
institutes using an intermediary language (józsa 2001). The emergence of  the 
Italian language in secondary school education dates back to the 18th century, 
as well as is associated with the name of  Maria Theresa, who dictated the use 
of  the Italian language teacher in convicts (Szlavikovszky 2009). The first 
important cultural policy station was the Ratio educationis of  1777, which 
provided an opportunity to teach languages in two-class high schools, and 
subsequently, during the 19th century, the Italian language also appeared in 
higher education. In the town of  fiume, which belonged to Hungary for al-
most a hundred years, but was mostly inhabited by Italians, appeared the first 
Italian textbooks and dictionaries (józsa 2001). In secondary educational insti-
tutions, Italian remained optional until 1924 (Szlavikovszky 2009), and then, 
on the basis of  the decree of  Kunó Klebelsberg, from the 1924/5 school year, 
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Italian became a compulsory foreign language in secondary schools (józsa 
2001). In 1939-40, the Benedictine Italian gymnasium in Pannonhalma started 
its operation, where bilingual training took place. during the years of  op-
eration of  the gymnasium, a native speaker teacher was also employed. The 
compulsory introduction of  Russian language teaching put an end to training 
in Italian (Vámos 1994). After the Second World War, in Hungary, which be-
longed to the zone of  occupation of  the Soviet Union, the Russian language, 
which had not been studied until then, became a compulsory subject, and 
at the same time the possibility of  teaching english, german, french and 
other languages disappeared. Public education was nationalized and church 
schools were abolished (Vámos 2020). The political-cultural-political situa-
tion, as well as the political language situation, greatly influenced the role of  
the Italian language in Hungary. In 1945, 57 secondary schools taught Italian, 
but by 1952 this number had decreased to only one (józsa 2001). The period 
of  Hungarian educational history from 1945 to 1989 can be divided into the 
following stages from the point of  view of  educational policy: the 1950s are 
a period of  direct political control; in the 1960s, professional control mecha-
nisms appeared; the mixed period of  the 1970s, the emergence of  political 
and professional control, and the relative autonomy of  local powers (coun-
cils); the 1980s are a further strengthening of  professional control (Vámos 
2020). The Italian language was in a more privileged position than its West-
ern counterparts during the communist dictatorship due to the relationship 
between the Hungarian and Italian Communist Parties and Mátyás Rákosi’s 
attraction to the Italian language and culture (Pelles 2006). In the sixties, there 
was a minor boom, which is associated with the Italianist name of  gyula 
Herczeg (linguist, literary historian). He visited schools as a specialist super-
intendent, trying to convince the principals of  the advantages of  the Italian 
language. By the end of  the decade, Italian was taught in roughly 100 high 
schools, including several sections. In the 1960s and 1970s, education policy 
was the acceptance of  the intentions of  political parties as a public interest 
on the canals of  administrative organizations (Kozma 2001) and as such the 
teaching of  Italian declined in the seventies to such an extent that there were 
counties and regions in which it was not present at all in an institutionalized 
form (józsa 2001). Although the language policy of  the 1970s was defined by 
a growing will to learn foreign languages, and it was possible to learn english, 
german, french and Italian in a language class each, their share in public edu-
cation was 2-4% (Vámos 2008). In secondary vocational education, the term 
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“language-intensive profession” was coined to prove that there are sectors in 
which knowledge of  a foreign language is essential, such as tourism or hospi-
tality (Vámos 2020), while in 1978 the number and range of  languages to be 
learned was regulated (Vámos 1992). during these years, the state is the sole 
shaper of  language policy (Vámos 2020). In the eighties, a positive turn in the 
Italian language followed, which, in addition to the political and social changes 
of  that time, was partly due to the work of  gyula Herczeg, Tamás Nyitrai 
(Italian course director of  the National Pedagogical Institute) and eustachio 
Porsia (then director of  the Italian Institute) (józsa 2001). furthermore, as 
regards foreign languages, there was a huge change in the second half  of  the 
1980s as a result of  the relocation of  language learning outside of  school. 
The so-called “private language schools” were created, which provided lan-
guage learning opportunities as the cream of  social status, but the elite could 
nevertheless take advantage of  the diversity of  the language palette provided 
by the school, as there was a free choice of  language within the walls of  
the language schools. The emergence of  this type of  school was in line with 
changes in economic life, an increase in marketable demand, and a linguistic 
attitude in society, since the intellectual was thus able to somewhat reduce 
his lack of  foreign language skills. language teaching outside the education 
system encouraged the learning of  Western languages (Vámos 2016). In the 
nineties, as a result of  economic and political changes, with the abolition of  
the compulsory Russian language before the change of  regime, the Italian 
language was able to begin its penetration. With the retraining of  teachers of  
Russian specialization, “dante’s language” was able to spread more widely. It 
appeared in primary schools and vocational schools, and new Italian depart-
ments were established in debrecen, Szombathely, Budapest, Piliscsaba and 
Szeged. At the same time, the supply of  teaching aids improved, further train-
ing opportunities and exchange relationships increased (józsa 2001). In the 
final phase of  the transformation of  public education, new types of  schools, 
the so-called bilingual schools, are being created, which have borne the stamp 
of  “elite school” for many years.

Bilingual education
In Hungary, new bilingual schools (not in Russian) appeared in the 1980s, when 
dissatisfaction with language learning was observed in the country. In 1984, 
with the agreement of  the Hungarian government and the political parties, 
the Ministry of  Culture concept was prepared, which concerned 3-3 bilingual  
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grammar schools in english, french, german, 1-1 Italian and Spanish. The 
initial plans were for a five-year pilot training that started with a language 
preparation year with 20-22 language lessons per week. After that, from the 
second year it was possible to study four subjects in a foreign language. In 
the final version, the number of  lessons in the target language was changed 
to 20 per week. The number of  subjects to be studied in the target language 
increased from four to five. In addition to the subjects of  history, geography 
and biology, with the elimination of  chemistry, the physics and mathematics 
subjects entered (Vámos 2016). In 1997, the Ministry of  Culture and Public 
education issued the guidelines for Bilingual School education. This docu-
ment officially regulated the framework for bilingual education. One of  its 
significant modifications is to reduce the learning of  five subjects in the 
target language to three subjects (Bognár 2000). In Hungary, the Hungarian-
Italian bilingual training was first established in Pécs at the Kodály Zoltán 
Hight School in 1987. Italian education was also provided at the school be-
fore the chapter was established. The view of  the Ministry of  Culture at the 
time was that the Italian chapter should be established in the countryside. 
They were looking for a county with an Italian department that could ini-
tially provide professional assistance to the school. Two counties met this 
condition: Baranya and Csongrád. The then management of  the seat of  
Csongrád County did not take on the financial problems associated with 
the start of  the chapter, so the question of  the placement of  the chapter 
became obvious. In Baranya, Italian education was pre-taught in two cities, 
Komló and Pécs. In the end, the choice fell on Pécs. The reason for this 
is obscure, but the ministry relations of  the city administration at the time 
certainly played a role in the decision-making (józsa 2001). Subsequently, a 
Hungarian-Italian bilingual class was established in 1988 at the Szent lászló 
High School in Budapest, and in 1993 at the Xantus jános Tourism High 
School in Budapest. The youngest Hungarian-Italian bilingual course was 
established in 2002 at the Csokonai Vitéz Mihály High School in debrecen 
(Pelles 2006). To this day, these public educational institutions still provide 
Hungarian-Italian bilingual education, whereas in primary schools the Italian 
language has not yet appeared in the form of  bilingual training. Hungarian-
Italian bilingual education was also in demand during different political eras, 
such as monarchy, fascism, communism and democracy. This shows that 
interest in a high level of  knowledge of  the Italian language and culture goes 
beyond current political trends (Pelles 2006).
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the situation of  the Italian language in the 20th century
By the 20th century, Italian was already taught in many primary schools, high 
schools and vocational schools, as well as in colleges and universities. Market 
conditions at that time dictated the teaching of  foreign languages. Italian was 
mostly present in primary schools as a second foreign language. In secondary 
schools, although the situation was better, it was mainly the girls who chose it 
willingly because of  the language and the beauty of  the country, the culture 
and the interest in the Italian people. It has also been observed that many peo-
ple, mainly university students, started learning Italian as an “easy” language 
privately or in courses in the hope of  passing the language test required for 
a degree (józsa 2001). In the years following the turn of  the millennium, a 
great step was taken in the field of  learning foreign languages in Hungarian 
public education. In the spirit of  linguistic diversity, the Ministry of  educa-
tion launched the so-called “World language Programme” in 2003, and the 
language preparation year was introduced from September 2004. This training 
could only start in schools providing a secondary school leaving examination, 
so vocational school students could not benefit from the program (fehérvári 
2009). The matriculation reform introduced in the 2005/2006 school year 
marked a turning point in public education, as the two-level baccalaureate 
appeared in place of  the single-level baccalaureate exam, which reflected the 
country’s educational policy guidelines in terms of  the type and extent of  
screening that the state intends to implement between public education and 
higher education (einhorn 2015). Throughout history, the Italian language 
has not been able to and still cannot fight the priority of  english and german. 
In most of  the secondary schools, it is learned by students as a second foreign 
language. An earlier survey conducted by Szent István University of  gödöllő 
with secondary school students revealed that only 1% of  respondents (320 
people) learn Italian as their first foreign language. Based on the data of  the 
Central Statistical Office1, in the 2021/2022 school year, the distribution of  
languages studied in the framework of  a gymnasium is as follows (one stu-
dent is listed as many times as he learns languages): english: 204. 401 people, 
german: 118. 991 people, french: 17. 121 people, Italian: 15. 812 people, 
Spanish: 14. 312 people, Russian: 4574 people, latin: 3038 people, other: 1870 
people. These data also confirm that there is a huge gap between english and 
german and Romance languages. even with a focus on Romance languages, 

1 Source: Central Statistical Office https://www.ksh.hu/stadat_files/okt/hu/okt0016.html
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Italian does not occupy a prestigious place. This fact is not surprising, since in 
the world of  politics and diplomacy the french language plays an important 
role. If  we look at it five years -and find it credible- the number2 of  students 
studying Italian in high schools for the school years 2017/2018-2021/2022 
of  the Central Statistical Office, we can see an increasing trend among those 
who choose Italian as their first (bilingual high schools) or second foreign 
language. If  we look at the number of  students leaving the Hungarian-Italian 
bilingual course in the last five years (4083), we can see to what extent bilingual 
training seeks to contribute to the promotion of  the Italian language and cul-
ture. The Italian language may never “please” the same number of  students 
as its english or german “colleague”, but it is an indisputable fact that it is 
cultural (literature, sculpture, painting, architecture, theatre... etc.) no other 
language area can surpass the diversity of  its value, and that is why the four 
Hungarian-Italian bilingual high schools represent a key part of  Hungarian 
public education both culturally and linguistically.

Conclusion
Although I did not dwell on the sea of  different political waves, I tried to pro-
vide a comprehensive picture of  the language policy processes taking place in 
public education between the 18th and 20th centuries, despite the scope of  
the study, with special regard to the role of  the Italian language in the Hungar-
ian school system and bilingual education. from the 18th century to the 20th 
century, I highlighted the sometimes emerging and at other times declining 
situation of  the Italian language, as well as the language policy innovation 
of  the eighties, bilingual training. The Italian language was/is of  cultural im-
portance rather than political, so it is likely that it will not be able to gain a 
prominent place in education policy in the future.

2 2017/2018 school year: 12. 320 people, 2018/2019 school year: 13.033 people, 2019/2020 school year: 
13.745 people, 2020/2021 school year: 14.769 people, 2021/2022 school year: 15.812 people Source: 
Central Statistical Office https://www.ksh.hu/stadat_files/okt/hu/okt0016.html
3 Source: Office of  education graduation Research database
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