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Abstract
This study aims at demonstrating the Ukrainian ed-

ucation policy from the transition until now (1991-
2019). We would like to reveal the development of 
the Ukrainian education policy approaching to-

wards European Union standards, how serious the 
Ukrainian parliament was about putting its commit-
ments into effect. We tend to examine what influence 
the different political changes had on the minority 
policy of the Ukrainian state, especially on the Hun-

garians. The Ukrainian education policy is ambigu-

ous from the perspective of minority communities: 
the European effect and the Ukrainian dominance 
are also observed. The country approaches the Eu-

ropean Union from the perspective of the education 
policy, but our results confirm the regression in the 
field of the rights of minority communities.
Key words: education policy, rights of minority 
communities, Ukraine.

Absztrakt
A tanulmány a rendszerváltástól napjainkig 
(1991–2019) az ukrajnai oktatáspolitikát hiva-

tott bemutatni. Fel szeretnénk tárni, hogy ala-

kult az ukrán oktatáspolitika az európai uniós 
normák felé közeledés során. Munkánkban 
meg kívánjuk vizsgálni, hogy a különböző po-

litikai fordulatok milyen hatást gyakoroltak az 
ukrán állam kisebbségpolitikájára, és ezen be-

lül a kárpátaljai magyarokra. Az ukrajnai ok-

tatáspolitikát a kisebbségi nemzeti közösségek 
szempontjából kettősség jellemzi: egyszerre 
megfigyelhető az európai hatás és az ukránosí-
tás. Az ország oktatáspolitikai szempontból az 
Európai Unió felé törekszik, eredményeim sze-

rint azonban a kisebbségi nemzeti közösségek 
jogait illetően visszafejlődés tapasztalható.
Kulcsszavak: oktatáspolitika, kisebbségi nem-

zeti közösségek, Ukrajna.

Education of the Transcarpathian Hungarian minorities 

in the independent Ukraine
The change of the regime produced an impact on the minority education 
policy in several dimensions in Ukraine. At the end of the 80s and at the 
beginning of the 90s the legislation allowed the use of the mother tongue 
at all levels in the education. The minority language was used as an offical 
language along with the state language.

The Constitution of Ukraine (1996) 1states that the use and protec­

tion of the national minorities’ language is guaranteed in the territory of 
the country (Orosz 2005). On 25 June 1992 the Law on National Minori­
ties was passed in Ukraine. Article 6 of the law guarantees the education 
in the mother tongue and the learning of the mother tongue in the public 

1 https://www.president.gov.ua/documents/constitution
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educational institutions (Regulation 362). The law, which is still in force, 
was amended in 1996, whose Article 6 guarantees the access to all forms of 
education for every citizen living in Ukraine. In the light of this, the educa­

tion in mother tongue is guaranteed for national minority communities, too 
(Orosz 2005).

From the point of view of the Trascarpathian Hungarians one of the 
most important parts of the transition is that Hungary recognized Ukraine 
as an independent state, consequently foreign representations opened its 
doors and the Hungarian-Ukrainian basic treaty was concluded in De­

cember 1991. 
The treaty declares that the condititions which protect the cultural, 

linguistic and religious identity of the national minorities have to be cre­

ated (Fedinec 2012). Before the declaration of the independence, Transcar­
pathian Hungarian Cultural Association, the first comprehensive minority, 
representative organization of Transcarpathian Hungarians,was established 
in 1989. One of the objectives of the association is the promotion of cul­
tural learning and education in the mother tongue.

To achieve this objective Education Commitee of THCA was estab­

lished. Because of several unsolved educational problems the commitee set 
up a separate association, which exclusively deals with professional and 
political issues of the education. As a result, Transcarpathian Association of 
Hungarian Pedagogues was established on 8 December 1991 (Orosz 2007).

After the declaration of independence from the point of view of 
higher education in the Hungarian language two substantial periods can be 
distinguished in Transcarpathia: 1990, when further education in Hungary 
was enabled for the Trascarpathian Hungarians and 1993, when the idea of 
the establishment of an independent teacher training college in the Hunga-
rian language was voiced (Orosz 2012).

The massification of the higher education
The transition had great impact not only on the Ukrainian education policy, 
but also changes occured in the field of education in other European coun­

tries. In the 90s the focus of the education policy was shifted to the higher 
education (Kozma 2010). Due to the opening of the national borders in­

creased backwardness and worsening cross-border relationships were no-
ted in the cross-border territory. In the 90s reforms were implemented in the 

2 http://zakon3.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/2494-12
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higher education, and cross-border educational relationships developed. In 
this period one of the most important political movements of the Central-
Europian minorities was the institutionalisation (Bárdi–Misovicz 2010).

The massification of the higher education came into existence, or the 
so-called expansion of the higher education. As a result minority universi­
ties were established. According to the idea related to the assistance policy 
at that time Hungary supports the establishment of the institutions, and the 
institutions are operated by the minority communities (Kozma 2011; Bárdi 
– Misovicz 2010).

Changes in the higher education in Ukraine were implemented by 
leaps and bounds. Because not only the system of the higher education 
had to be reconstructed, but also the state, since a new state developed 
practically. Because of the disintegration of the USSR a political situation 
emerged in Ukraine, which enabled Transcarpathian Hungarian commu­

nities to establish independent higher educational institution in the Hun­

garian language. The expansion of the higher education in Hungary and 
neighbouring countries affected this need favourably. The establishment 
of the higher educational institutions in the Hungarian language fitted in 
the massification process of the higher education (Ferenc 2010, 2011; 
Kozma 2006).

In 1993 Transcarpathian Hungarian Cultural Association made de­

cision concerning the establishment of a Transcarpathian teacher training 
college in the Hungarian language in the joint session of the Transcarpathi­
an Association of Hungarian Pedagogues. The Foundation for the Tran­

scarpathian Hungarian College was founded and registered in 1993. The 
aims of the foundation are the creation of the financial basis of the college 
in the Hungarian language, the establishment of the institution, the registra­

tion and the accreditation of the articles of association (Csernicskó 2014). 
The college in Beregovo started its operation as a teacher training college. 
Teacher training colleges in the minority language play an important role 
in settlements inhabited by national minorities.

The importance of the institutions is that they increase the number 
of the graduated and raise the conditions of the education in the mother 
tongue and they are responsible for the quality of the elementary and sec­

ondary education. (Keller 2004). The period from the second half of the 90s  
to the millenium the stabilization of the relationship between the elites in 
power and the civilians occured. In this period the higher education policy 
became more centralized, and the main ideology was the reestablishment 
of the national culture (Kozma 2006).



324

International Academic Conference

Changes in the education policy after the Orange Revolution
The former president, Viktor Yanukovych supported by Russia and pro-
Western Viktor Yushchenko participated in the presidential election of 2004. 
Official results of the election showed the slight victory of Yanukovych. 
The opposition led by Yushchenko and Yulia Tymoshenko accused Yanu­

kovych of winning the election by series of election frauds and threats. The 
dissatisfied opposition group started demonstrations in the streets of Kiev. 
They chose the orange colour, which stands for optimism. The movement 
initiatated by „Yes” –slogan was soon called the Orange Revolution, whose 
one of the main objectives was the calling for new elections. The Ukrainian 
Constitutional Court ruled in favour of the Orange movement, ordered the 
repetition of the elections. Yushchenko won the presidential election held on 
26 December 2004. Therefore the Orange Revolution won (Jekelcsik 2014).

The Hungarian State remained responsible for the educational, cul­
tural development of the Hungaraian minority in Ukraine (Fedinec 2012). 
After the Orange Revolution monolithic nation state was intended to be 
created in Ukraine. The main objective was the stregthening of the position 
of the official language. The Ukrainian political power found the education 
as the most effective instrument to build the nation state. Educational re­

forms aimed at stregthening the teaching of the Ukrainian language (Cser­
nicskó 2009).

Ukraine intented to be transformed into a monolingual, Ukrainian 
state in these years. Education policy was formed to achive the above-men­

tioned goal. Educational political efforts were made to introduce transi­
tive educational models for schools in non-Ukrainian language (Csernicskó 
2009).

Impacts of Bologna process in Ukraine
In Bologna Education Ministers of 29 countries signed the Bologna dec­

laration, which started the great higher educational reform, the so-called 
Bologna process. (Hrubos 2005) Ukraine joined the Bologna process on 
19 May 2005. As a result of reforms the structure of the higher education 
was modified, but several elements remained from the Soviet-education 
system (Kovács 2014). The higher educational institutions in Ukraine – 
except medical and veterinary education – switched to the European Credit 
Transfer System for 2006/2007 school year. One of the most important 
impacts of joining the Bologna process on the higher education was the 
transformation of the structure of the higher education.

The higher education was divided into three levels:
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- Bachelor (BSc, BA)
- Specialist (SSc)
- Masters trainings (MSc)

1. Basic training – Bachelor of Sciences level – Basic training of 
colleges and universities, for which school leavers with results of exter­
nal independent text exams can apply. It lasts four years and student are 
awarded with an undergraduate academic degree for succesfully complet­
ing its courses.

2. Special level is one-year training between basic and masters cours­

es and the students were awarded with a degree equivalent to the Master’s 
degree for succesfully completing its courses (Orosz 2012). 2016 was the 
last time when the holders of Bachelor’s degree could apply for this train­

ing. Special level was finally abolished in 2017. It was replaced by masters 
courses of one and a half or two years. The Bsc and BA training will be 
expectedly reduced to three years, but now it functions as a four-year train­

ing (Law on Higher Education in Ukraine3).
3. Masters courses, for which students who completed the basic train­

ing, i. e. BA degree holders can apply. From now on, this level forms the 
second stage of the Bologna process in Ukraine. The MA degree is equ­

vivalent to the university degree, which could be obtained after undivided 
five-year university education before the Bologna process. After the Mas­

ters courses the graduates can apply for the PhD training or can join the 
labour market (Orosz 2005).

The joining of the Bologna process launched several educational po­

litical processes. On one hand to reduce corruption, on the other hand to 
improve the quality of the secondary education and last but not least to 
integrate the Ukrainian education system into the European patterns and 
to achieve the single admission system of higher educational institutions 
Viktor Yushchenko, the President of Ukraine issued the decree on essen­

tial measures safeguarding the operation and development of the Ukrainian 
education system4 on 4 July 2005 (Filiatreau 2011).

To implement the Presidential Decree the Ukrainian Educational 
Quality Measuring Centre was established, whose objective is to assess 
the subject knowledge of the applicants. Single admission system was 
introduced based on the Bologna Process. Consequently, advanced final 

3 http://zakon3.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/1556-18
4 http://zakon3.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/1013/2005
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exam, the so-called external independent test exam has to be taken in the 
independent examination centres. On 13 July 2017 Stanislav Nikolaenko, 
Education Minister of Ukraine ordered that every applicant has to take Ad­

vanced Ukrainian Language and Literature Final Exam to further study 
in Ukraine in 2008/2009 school year. According to Viktor Yushchenko a 
developed European state should have a Single Official Language (Cser­
nicsko 2012).

According to the Ministerial Decree of Nikolaenko applicants have 
to take independent test exam on the History of Ukraine or Mathemathics 
based on their major besides the Advanced Ukrainian Language and Litera­

ture Final Exam. According to the Decree every applicant – including the 
graduates of the minority language schools – has to take an examination in 
the Ukrainian language. This step makes it harder for the graduates of the 
minority – including Hungarian – schools. The next Education Minister, 
Ivan Vakarcsuk modified the decree of his predecessor by Decree 11715, 
which permitted the graduates of the minority schools to use terminologi­
cal vocabulary.

Decree 336 on 24 January 2008 brought changes again: students 
of the minority schools can take their special exams in their language of 
educa tion. Advanced Ukrainian Language and Literature Test Exam is 
still compulsory entrance exam subject for every faculty. It is considered 
to be positive that the position of the Transcarpathian Schools in the Hun­

garian language can be determined within the Ukrainian school system 
based on the single test exam results, except the Ukrainian Language and 
Literature Exam.

Viktor Yanukovych won the presidential election in 2010. After the 
election the pro-Russian Dmytro Tabachnyk became the Education Min­

ister. Tabachnyk modified the regulation, but there was not considerable 
change in the educaton policy. The goverment appointed by Yanukovych 
pemitted to translate the questions of external test exams in special subjects 
to the language of education. Advanced Ukrainian language and literature 
school leaving exam is still compulsory entrance exam subject for every 
faculty. It was introduced as an exemption that those who obtained 170 
points in a major subject, can apply for the educational institution regard­

less his unsuccessful Ukrainian Language and Literature exam.  

5 http://search.ligazakon.ua/l_doc2.nsf/link1/RE14696.html
6 http://zakon5.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/z0321-08
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Nowadays every graduate has to participate in the external test ex­

ams whether or not he wants to study in the Ukrainian higher education 
institution whether or not he wants to apply for any college or university. 
Graduate students have to take advanced final exam in three subjects in the 
2018/19 school year. The Ukrainian language and literature is still compul­
sory for everybody, the other subject is Ukrainian History or Mathematics. 
External independent test exam results constitute both the entance exam 
points and final exam grades (Szamborovszky 2013, Orosz 2015, Papp 
Z. 2014; Ukrainian Center for Education Quality Assessment (UCEQA); 
Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine).

The study of Malyarenko (2013) highlights that the winners of the 
Orange Revolution established a public high authority dealing with minor­
ity and religious affairs (2006), but the pro-Russian president, Yanukovych 
abolished it. The Orange-coalition led by Yushchenko and the Party of Re­

gions led by Yanukovych followed the practice of 1991 that the minority 
policy is an instrument in the political fights. Rival parties use the ethnic 
mobilization to remain in power which resulted in political instability and 
social conflicts. Despite the fact that the internal and international commit­
ments determined the minority policy, an effective mechanism of minority 
protection never came into existence. (Malyarenko 2013). Education politi­
cal measures curbing minority rights send the message to the national mi­
norities that they can only be successful if they give up their mother tongue 
and choose a school in the Ukrainian language. Education policy became 
the intrument of assimilation efforts. (Csernicskó 2009; Kovács 2014).

Development of the Ukrainian education policy after Majdan
Viktor Yanukovych (2010) won the next presidential election, and then the 
Party of Regions could form the government. The president negotiated on 
the North-Atlantic Integration, but he refused to sign the EU Accession 
Treaty because of a more favourable offer given by the Russian President, 
V. Putyin (Sz. Bíró 2014). 

The above-mentioned step of Yanukovych dissapointed the pro-
Western parties and citizens. In November 2013 demonstrations started in 
the main square of Kiev, Majdan. The opposition of the Ukrainian move­

ment backed by the EU and the USA was called Euromajdan. The event 
involving dozens of deaths among the protesters intended to be ceased by 
international intervention. The Ukrainian Parliament deprived Yanukovych 
of his presidential power on 22 February, the presidential duties were taken 
over by the Speaker of the Parliament Oleksandr Turchynov. Euromajdan 
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forces formed a coalition government led by Arseniy Jatsenyuk, who was 
appointed by the Parliament (Deák 2014; Sz. Bíró 2014; Csernicsko 2016). 
After Majdan the main goal of the official education policy is to promote 
the Ukrainian or the Russian language marginalizating the other. Laws con­

cerning the use of languages were not obeyed consequently.
The issue became a campaign theme for months the aim of which 

was to divert attention of public from the existing economic and social 
problems. Due to this the politicized language-affair became one of the 
causes of the armed conflict in 2014. While in the period after the crisis the 
Russian minority was targeted by the Ukrainian nationalists, with the pass­

ing of time those sounds grew increasingly, who intended to curb the use of 
other minority languages.

Later the leader of the Transcarpathian Hungarians protested most 
vehemently against the anti-minority draft law on education. The reason 
for this was the fact that a public education system in the Hungarian lan­

guage with a considerable structure was built in the Soviet era, the opera­

tion of which had not been blocked so far by the Ukrainian state policy.
The Ukrainian Parliament passed the Law on Education at First Read­

ing on 6 October 2016, at Second Reading on 5 September 2017. Accord­

ing to this the current 11-year secondory education has to be transformed 
into 12-year. According to the new structure 1–4 grades remain the primary 
school, 5–9 grades form the secondary school. The difference emerges in 
the third stage of the secondary education, where 10–12 grades will be part 
of vocational school or lyceum providing leaving certificate. 

Provisions of the new law will be introduced gradually, the most im­

portant changes will take effect from 1 September 2018 (Fedinec – Cser­
nicskó, 2017).

Article 7 deals with the educational language. According to the 
above-mentioned Article the right to learn in the mother tongue can only 
be guaranted for 1–4 grade in the national minority schools. According to 
the Article 7 the education in the mother tongue in higher educational in­

stitutions will be abolished. Transcarpathian Hungarian students – as other 
national minorities in Ukraine – have to learn the necessary knowledge in 
a foreign language.

Its introduction would eliminate the illusion of the equal opportuni­
ties between the citizens. The acquisition of the competitive knowledge 
can only be achieved by the proper knowledge of the Ukrainian language. 
According to Liliya Hrynevych, who represents the spirit of the new law 
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to implement the above-mentioned goal the state language would be the 
language of the education regardless the nationality of the students of 
the shools Ukrainian, Russian, Hungarian, Romanian, Slovakian, Polish 
(Hodinka 2017). 

According to the data of the Education Ministry 89,9 % of the stu­

dents learn in the Ukrainian language. Only 10,71% of the students learn 
in other languages. However, it is considered that 10% of all students en­

danger the development of the Ukrainian language and the functions of the 
mother tongue.

Table 1. The number of the students in schools in Ukraine 

in terms of nationality distribution
Educational language Number of students Proportion (%)

Ukrainian 3 281 644 89,29
Russian 356 262 9,69
Romanian 16 808 0,46
Hungarian 15 172 0,41
Moldovian 2 984 0,08
Polish 1 594 0,04
English 400 0,01
Slovakian 134 0,00
Bulgarian 78 0,00
Totally 3 675 076 100

Source: Own compilation based on the data of Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine

Article 7 of the new Law on Education passed on 5 September contradits 
several legal norms: it conflicts with the bilateral agreements concluded 
by Moldavia, Romania, Hungary and with those Ukrainian Articles, which 
gurantee the protection of linguistic rights of national minorities. Moreo­

ver, Law on National Minorities declares that the Ukrainian state gurantees 
national cultural autonomy for all ethnic groups. It includes the use and 
learning of the mother tongue in public institutions. Ukraine ratified several 
international legal charters, which have direct impact on the language of 
national minorities.

European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages includes 
Framework Convention on Protection of National Minorities, Declaration 
on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and 
Linguistic Minorities, Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms. The new Law on Education contradicts the obli­
gations under international treaties of the country, which can be laid in the 
Constitution of Ukraine.
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Conclusions
From the point of view of minority national communities the Ukrain­

ian educational policy shows a contrasting picture: European impact and 
Ukrainization can be observed at the same time. During the course of po­

litical and economic changes several positive objectives were implemented 
in the field of educational policy. Such as the approach towards the EU 
including joining of the Bologna process. Though it can be said that the 
country moves towards the EU from educational political aspect, in our 
opinion that regression can be experienced in the field of minority rights.

The work of Papp Z. seemed justified, according to this work con­

flicts resulted from the reconciliation of the system remained from the So­

viet era, the changes in the independent Ukraine, and obligations arising 
from the agreement with the EU made the educational political situation of 
Ukrainian miniroties unstable.

Transcarpathian Hungarians have a special position in Ukraine. Tran­

scarpathia is the westernmost county in Ukraine. This county is bordered 
by the most EU countries among all counties in Ukraine. In this administra­

tive unit the number of Hungarians exceeds 10%.
The educational policy regards Hungarian inhabitants as national 

minority, not native population. Transcarpathian Hungarians exercised in­

herited rights after the transition. Under the presidency of Leonid Kuchma 
(1996–2004) these rights were not tested, minority policy was not dealt 
with. On the eve of the Independence, Trascarpathian Hungarians had kin­

dergartens and schools, but the school network was not complete, because 
higher educational institution in Hungarian language did not operate. After 
the transition educational institutions still operated and the need to estab­

lish higher educational institution arose. A College in the Hungarian lan­

guage was established due to the higher educational expansion in Europe.
During the Orange Revolution the limitation of the minority rights 

started. During the Euromajdan a stronger approach towards the West can 
be observed in the economic and political terms. Different Accession Trea­

ties were concluded with the EU. The commitment towards the Western 
values never came into existence, especially in the field of minority policy. 
Due to the war in Ukraine the leadership in Kiev became suspicious of the 
minorities, in particular of the Russians.

The developed atmosphere of mistrust has a negative impact on the 
public opinion on the Transcarpathian Hungarians. It is manifested in the 
increasing limitation of the previously exercised rights in spite of the inter­
national commitments of the country.
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