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THE LANGUAGE OF INSTRUCTION ISSUE IN PRESCHOOLS
IN BILINGUAL SETTINGS: THE EXAMPLE OF THE SLOVAK
ETHNOLINGUISTIC MINORITY IN STARA PAZOVA

Y 0BOM pajly aHaJIM3Upajy Ce CTAaBOBH 3aIIOCJICHUX Y MPEAIKOJICKO] YCTaHOBH ,,[1o-
nerapai” y Crapoj ITa30Bu, BOjBOhaHCKOM MECTY Ca CPIICKO-CIIOBAYKHAM OMJTHHI'BH3MOM,
mpeMa yCIoBHMA 3a Pa3Boj je3MUYKUM KOMITCTCHIIHja Ha TIOMCHYTa 1Ba je3uka. Vctpaxu-
Bambe j€ M3BPIICHO IyTeM aHOHUMHOI' YIHUTHHKA. [J1aBHU 1Mib OMO je uieHTH(UKOBabE
npobiema ca KojuMa ce eTHOJIMHIBUCHTYKE MatbHHE MOTY CYCPECTH y 00pa30BHOM CHCTeE-
My CpOwuje 610 /1a je ped 0 OCTBapuBamy MpaBa Ha 00pa30Babe HA JE3UKY MPUMAPHE CO-
I{jaJIM3allije Wik O ’UXOBOM OJIPHIAEbY TOT TpaBa. Pe3yraTu CTpaKiBama yKasyjy Ha
HEJIOCTaTKe pa3/Bajama Jielle Ha OCHOBY je3MKa M MOTPEIIHOr CTaBa 3anocieHux ja he ce
KOJI IeTeTa pa3BHjaTy MOJIjeJHAKO je3nYKe KOMIIETEHIIM]e Ha IBa je3hKa KOjiMa Cy U3JI0Ke-
HU y CBOjO] OKOJIMHH, ITOCEOHO aKo je ped O rpynu Ha BehMHCKOM je3uKy. Mako moctoje yc-
JIOBM 32 Pa3Boj CJIOBAYKO-CPIICKOT OMITMHIBU3MA, JI0J1a3H Ce JI0 3aKJby4Ka Jia Ou y3 IoiaTHe
cTpareruje y BUJly OpraHn30Bama CeMHHapa 3a 3ar0ClIeHe KOjH paJie y OMITMHIBATHIM Cpe-
JIMHAMa, Kao U KopHIihicmhe MPUPYYHIKA ca IPernopyKama 3a paji ca JIeIoM U3 MabUHCKHX
3ajeqiHuIIa, TocTojehn ycaoBH MOIIM OWTH 3Ha4ajHO yHanpelheHu, mTo 61 MoMorio Jenu
KOja IMOTHYH M3 ETHOJIMTBUCTHYKHX MarbUHA J1a MapaJieSHO HEeTYjy CBOj MAaTepH je3UK U
BehMHCKH je3UK, ITO OM UM MCTOBPEMEHO OMOTYhHIIO OYyBame COTICTBEHOT jE3MYKOT U
STHUYKOT WICHTUTETA, K0 1 YCIICIIHY HHTErPaLHjy y APYILITBO.

Kibyune peuun: OMIHHIBU3aM, IPEAIIKOICKE YCTAHOBE, CPIICKH j€3HK, CIIOBAYKU
jesuk, Crapa [1a3oBa.

1. Introduction

Preschools may be of crucial importance in the development of bi-
lingualism. The nursery schools may affect not only parents’ decisions
when it comes to their children’s language of instruction but also the very
survival of a minority language in the given environment. However, most
previous studies on bilingualism do not take into account what nursery
school teachers think and how they treat minority children; if they help

319



Milica Puri¢i¢

them become bilingual or not. Although several studies about bilingualism
and multilingualism in the Serbian Province of Vojvodina (Mikes, 1996;
Mikes, 2006; Mikes, 2008; Simoniova-Cernakova, 2007; Puri¢ié 2014a)
have indicated that pre schools play an important role in helping a child
become bilingual, little attention has been paid to what nursery school
teachers really do in the classroom.

This paper analyzes the attitudes of employees in the preschool “Po-
letarac” in Stara Pazova, a town in the Serbian Province of Vojvodina, with
Serbian-Slovak bilingual residents.

In the first part of this paper, we will briefly discuss the concepts of
language shift and language maintenance, types of bilingualism and the
role of preschools in developing bilingualism. Then we will describe the
conditions for studying both Serbian and Slovak in schools in Stara Pa-
zova. In the second part, we will present the results of qualitative research
carried out in the preschool “Poletarac” in this town. Later on, we will
emphasize the pedagogical implications of this research and its results.

2. Theoretical framework
2.1. Language shift vs. language maintenance

Difterent factors can cause a language shift (mainly those which do not
have much to do with the language itself): language ideologies and attitudes
toward majority and minority languages (positive or negative); language
policy; the education system (the status of a minority language in it); the
extent of the use of a minority language in various domains; self-awareness
of linguistic and ethnic identities, etc. It is a complex issue we should all care
about not only ethnolinguistic minorities, but the whole multiethnic society.

Language maintenance is a complex process and it depends on a lot
of factors. Sometimes it is impossible to overcome difficulties that mi-
norities encounter in the majority society when it comes to the educational
system and the position of their mother tongue in it. Job opportunities are
also very important. In some cases it is recommendable that children speak
both minority and majority languages. Unfortunately, in some settings the
majority language is essential for getting a job. However, bilingualism is
something we should all strive for in the 21* century.

320



THE LANGUAGE OF INSTRUCTION ISSUE IN PRESCHOOLS IN BILINGUAL SETTINGS...

3. Types of bilingualism

“For children, being bilingual or monolingual may affect their iden-
tity, social arrangements, schooling, employment. marriage, area of resi-
dence, ravel and thinking” (Baker, 2007: 1).

Bilingualism can be additive or subtractive. Mikes (Mikes, 1996: 11)
defines additive bilingualism as bilingualism which does not develop at the
expense of the mother tongue but adds to that language, so that its devel-
opment has a positive effect on the speech and cognitive development of
a child. The subtractive bilingualism includes acquiring language compe-
tences in a majority language at the expense of a child’s mother tongue. In
other words, it means neglecting a child’s minority language and culture.
“The idea is that the second (majority) language should become dominant,
or even replace the minority language” (Baker, 2007).

According to Skutnab - Kangas (1991: 7), in terms of language a
person should have the following rights: 1. to identify with the mother
tongue and to be accepted and respected by members of the majority com-
munity; 2. to fully acquire his or her mother tongue; 3. to use his or her
mother tongue in official situations and in different domains; 4. to fully
master the official language of the country he or she lives in.

The state and parents are crucial for preserving minority languages
in the following way: the language education policies, legal framework
and financial support, and parents’ own decisions on which their children
will be instructed, of course, in areas which they can choose (Simoniova-
Cernakova, 2007: 821). However, we should emphasize the fact that a
large number of members of the minority communities consciously deny
their constitutional right to be educated in their mother tongue, so that they
can find employment more easily after finishing school with Serbian as the
language of instruction (Filipovi¢, 2011).

4. The role of preschools in developing bilingualism

Parents coming from a minority community are sometimes not aware
of the fact that there is a risk that children may fail to reach the level of pro-
ficiency that is expected from a monolingual child if their children learn
the language which is not their mother tongue in a preschool (Skutnab
Kangas, 1991: 39).
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Although parents have a great responsibility and their decisions and
linguistic practices have a huge influence on the development of a child’s
bilingualism, other factors also play an important role, such as social and
educational conditions for simultaneous acquisition of language proficien-
cy in two languages (De Houwer, 2007). Conditions in the educational
system, as well as parents’ decisions about the language in which their
children will be educated, can have unforeseen consequences both for the
child and for the minority language and culture (Purici¢, 2013: 547). Apart
from a family, educational institutions should also support the develop-
ment of linguistic competence on both the majority and the mother tongue
of children belonging to minority communities (Durici¢, 2014a: 717). In
other words, the development of bilingualism among members of ethno-
linguistic minorities demands the cooperation of a family and school envi-
ronment (Puric¢i¢, 2013: 551). So, Baker (2007: 1) concludes: ’Bilingual-
ism has educational, social, economic and cultural consequences”.

Children who are exposed to different cultural patterns and languages
in a family or their environment from their early childhood need to preserve
their ethnic and linguistic identities. They also need to be actively involved
in the majority community in which they live and grow up (Klemenovi¢ &
Kamenov: 1998: 324). Developing communication skills both in children’s
native and second language is essential primarily because of their socializa-
tion in a multicultural environment (Mikes, 1996: 16).

Preschools may be of crucial importance in the development of bi-
lingualism. A nursery school, which brings together children whose native
languages are different, provides a good opportunity to overcome language
barriers by good organization of educational work and pedagogical activi-
ties (Mikes, 1996: 5). The preschool may affect not only parents’ decisions
when it comes to their children’s language of instruction but also the very
survival of the minority language in the given environment in the future.

The preschool teacher plays a significant role in the child’s acquisi-
tion of language competencies and fostering tolerance in the classroom,
especially in ethnically mixed groups (Purici¢, 2014a: 719).

5. The position of the Slovak language in schools in Stara Pazova

There is one preschool in Stara Pazova. Groups are divided accord-
ing to the language of instruction when a child turns three. Till then the
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groups are mixed groups. There are no bilingual groups. It is not a good
solution: firstly, because the bilingual groups are better for developing ad-
ditive bilingualism; secondly, they can help to foster tolerance between the
minority and majority children, etc.

There are three primary schools in the town: one with Slovak as
the language of instruction and two with Serbian. In those two schools
there are no Slovak classes, although, according to the law, they should
be offered to children coming from the Slovak ethnolinguistic minority
(Purici¢, 2014b: 425).

As far as secondary schools are concerned, there are three schools in
which Serbian is the language instruction. However, there Slovak as an op-
tional subject. Since it is an optional subject with just one class per week,
students fail to choose it and show motivation due to the fact that the mark is
not included in the average mark. Even if they are interested in fostering their
language, one class per week is definitely not enough (Purici¢, 2014b: 426).

6. Research

Even if there are good conditions for developing bilingualism in a
nursery school, it is not a guarantee that a child will reach the same level
in two languages which would help him to successfully integrate in the
majority society and preserve his or her ethnic and linguistic identities.
That is why we have decided to examine what nursery school teachers
think about this topic.

The main objective of this research is to identify problems that ethnolin-
guistic minorities can encounter in the Serbian education system concerning
their right to be educated in their mother tongue or their waiving that right.

Nine employees in the preschool “Poletarac” in Stara Pazova partici-
pated in this qualitative research: five of them work in Serbian groups and
four of them in Slovak groups.

This research was carried out using an anonymous questionnaire
(Appendix 1) to examine nursery school teachers’ attitudes towards the
conditions for the development of linguistic competences in the afore-
mentioned languages. The questionnaire consists of twelve questions. The
method of critical discourse analysis was applied in this research.

The most significant limitation of this work is the number of participants.

323



Milica Puri¢i¢

6.1. Results

In this chapter we will deal with the answers obtained. The questions
were as follows:

1) Have you ever worked with a minority child who does not speak
any Serbian or Slovak?

It was found that none of them has worked with a minority child who
did not speak any Serbian or Slovak. The informants claimed that in the
very beginning some children have difficulties in communicating in Ser-
bian. However, they have overcome that phase quickly. The fact that they
use Slovak to communicate with at least one parent helps them acquire
language competences in the minority language.

2) Do you consider that minority children going to Serbian groups
have developed language competences both in Serbian and Slovak?
All nine informants have answered “yes” without going into details.

3) How do minority children develop their linguistic competences in
these two languages?

The informants said that the minority children learn poems both in
Serbian and Slovak in preschool. The children also watch cartoons and
films in the aforementioned languages. They use it for communication in
the family (at least with one parent or grandparent). They also play games
with the majority children. When they go to the doctor’s or go shopping,
they usually use Serbian. To sum up, the informants claim that using Ser-
bian as a majority language in everyday situations or communicating with
some family members is what can help them learn it while they use Slovak
in the family environment or in preschool if they go to a Serbian group.
The nursery school teachers agree that for those children it is easy to use
both languages depending on context or situation.

4) Do you know if the children who have gone to the Slovak group
start primary school with Serbian/Slovak as the language of instruction?

Most of them start a primary school in Slovak. Different factors in-
fluence the parents’ decisions: position of the school (the distance from
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home), chances for being educated in one language to the highest level
of education, job opportunities, ethnically mixed marriages etc. However,
children who went to the Serbian group are more likely to enroll at the
Primary School with Serbian as a language of instruction. Rarely do they
enroll at the primary school with Slovak as the language of instruction
after being educated in Serbian in preschool.

5) Do you consider that a child from Slovak group has reached a
certain level of majority language to be able to receive an education in it?

All the nursery teachers said “yes” and explained that it is due to the
fact that they are exposed daily to two languages.

6) What kind of difficulties can a minority child encounter receiving
an education in Serbian in primary or secondary schools?

The informants claim that minority children can have problems us-
ing terms related to Maths, Chemistry, etc. They also have some difficul-
ties when it comes to Serbian grammar (they do not state of which kind)
and orthography. When it comes to pronunciation, the minority children
have difficulties while pronouncing certain sounds in Serbian.

7) Are you have information on which language or languages a child
uses at home?

All nursery school teachers said that they are well informed about
the language or languages a child uses in the family and they try to respect
it, which is very important.

8) Are there any Serbian children in groups with Slovak as the lan-
guage of instruction?

There are no Serbian children in groups with Slovak as the language
of instruction. Only Slovak children or children coming from mixed mar-
riages go to Slovak groups. The majority of children do not speak Slovak.

9) Are there any activities both in Serbian and Slovak in your preschool?

When it comes to the Slovak groups, most activities are in Slovak.
However, some poems and fairy tales are in Serbian.
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As far as Serbian groups are concerned, all activities in Serbian. In
fact, there are hardly any activities in Slovak during the school year.

10) Do you know if there are any activities that gather Slovak and
Serbian groups to foster tolerance toward minority or the majority culture?

The nursery teachers answered that there are some activities during
school year, especially before New Year’s Eve and the end of the school
year. Then, both minority and majority children sing in their mother tongue,
act, etc. Nevertheless, those activities take place from time to time. They
are not regular. Two informants emphasized that even then Serbian is the
dominant language.

11) Has the staff in your preschool undergone additional training
through seminars for working in bilingual environments with children
whose native languages are different?

There are seminars either in Slovak or Serbian. There are no semi-
nars which deal with the issue of Slovak-Serbian bilingualism in nursery
schools.

12) Do you think that there are adequate conditions for development
of Slovak- Serbian bilingualism in your preschool?

Most informants said “yes”; but two of them said “no” explaining
that there are a lot of disadvantages of children’s separation on the basis of
language. Two of them did not answer this question.

6.2. Discussion

Several practical questions arise when dealing with some issues re-
lated to the obtained results. In this part we will discuss some issues related
to the obtained results:

1. Is it sufficient to use a minority language only in a family context?

2. Is it possible to acquire academic language competences simply
by being exposed to these two languages in a family and in the environ-
ment?

3. Why aren’t there any special strategies for developing bilingualism?
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The qualitative analysis of the collected data suggests that preschool
teachers take the process of developing bilingualism for granted. In other
words, they think that a child will reach a certain and sufficient level of
proficiency in both languages simply because of being exposed to them.
Dialect can be used in rural areas and in everyday communication. How-
ever, a literary language should be used in education and in public com-
munication. That is something we ought to explain to our students (Tir,
2009). This is something we should explain to the nursery school teachers,
as well. “(...) The language that is necessary in the classroom, particularly
as children go through schooling and to the college, is different from the
kind of conversational language required to communicate in the shops and
streets, when watching the screen, or relaxing with friends” (Baker & Prys
Jones, 1998: 93). To conclude, there is a huge difference between con-
versational competence and academically contextualized language. This is
something our preschool teachers do not seem to know or are not aware of.

The belief that a child will become bilingual because he/she uses the
minority language in the family is totally wrong having in mind the next
quotation: “Monolingual parents may have bilingual children, while bilin-
gual parents may have monolingual children.” (Baker & Prys Jones, 1998:
29). The language used in preschool or in further education is crucial. If
a child receives education in a language which is not his or her mother
tongue, the chances are slim for that language to survive in a certain en-
vironment because it can lead to its neglect (Skutnab Kangas, 1991: 67).

When it comes to seminars and conferences, there should be special
seminars for nursery school teachers working with minority children.

6.3. Pedagogical implications of this research

Our findings suggest that employees have the a wrong attitude that a
child will reach the same language level in both Serbian and Slovak if ex-
posed to them in their environment. Well-qualified teaching staff in multi-
lingual environments is a very important factor in developing bilingualism
(Purici¢, 2013: 549), so it means that people who would work in bilingual
settings should receive more information about both cognitive linguistics
and sociolinguistics during their studies to be able to work in bilingual or
multilingual environments. Their studies should help them develop skills
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for helping minority children learn languages and integrate into society
without any special problems and difficulties.

The existing conditions could be significantly improved by imple-
menting additional strategies. It is essential to organize seminars for em-
ployees working in bilingual environments and to write manuals with tips
for working with children from minority communities etc. This would help
children coming from a minority community acquire both their mother
tongue and majority language. The aforementioned strategies would also
enable the preservation of their own linguistic and ethnic identities, as well
as successful integration into society.

7. Conclusion

After analyzing the results of this research, we can conclude that the
staff working in preschool “Poletarac” in Stara Pazova are not qualified
enough when it comes to the linguistic side of their work. In other words,
they. the employees. do not recognize the need for creating a special strat-
egy for working with those children. They consider bilingualism as a natu-
ral process which will take place in this setting no matter how we treat it
in the classroom.

We can also conclude that there are no special strategies for work-
ing with minority children in the preschool in Stara Pazova. The lack of
seminars, manuals with tips for working with the Slovak minority chil-
dren living in Serbia can have a negative influence on the development of
Slovak-Serbian bilingualism.

Although there are conditions for the development of the Slovak-
Serbian bilingualism in this town, the results lead to the conclusion that
the existing conditions could be significantly improved by implement-
ing additional strategies, such as organizing seminars for employees who
work in bilingual environments, and writing manuals with tips for working
with children from minority communities. This would help children com-
ing from a minority community to acquire both their mother tongue and
the majority language. To conclude, those solutions would also enable the
preservation of their own linguistic and ethnic identities, as well as suc-
cessful integration into society.

328



THE LANGUAGE OF INSTRUCTION ISSUE IN PRESCHOOLS IN BILINGUAL SETTINGS...

References:

Baker, C. & S. Prys Jones. (1998). Encyclopedia of Bilingualism and
Bilingual Education. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Baker, C. (2007). Parents’and Teachers’ Guide to Bilingualism. Clevedon:
Multilingual Matters (3™ edition).

De Houwer, A. (2007). Parental language input patterns and children’s
bilingual use. Applied Psycolinguistics, 28: 411-424.

Duri¢i¢, M. (2013). Uloga roditelja i Skolskog sistema u odrzanju
manjinskog jezika, sa posebnim osvrtom na podrucje Vojvodine.
Pedagogija, 68(4), 545-553.

Dburici¢, M. (2014a). Uloga predskolskih ustanova u odrzanju manjinskog
jezika u dvojezic¢nim sredinama®. Pedagoska stvarnost. Godina LX,
br. 4, 716-722.

Durici¢, M. (2014b). Negovanje slovacko-srpskog bilingvizma u Staroj
Pazovi: uslovi u obrazovnom sistemu i stavovi pripadnika slovacke
nacionalne zajednice. Zbornik sa V skupa mladih filologa Srbije
odrzanog 30. marta 2013. godine, Kragujevac: FILUM, 421-430.

Filipovi¢, J. (2011). Srpski kao jezik obrazovanjau obrazovanju nacionalnih
manjina u Srbiji, u: Vesna Krajisnik (ur.), Srpski kao strani jezik u
teoriji i praksi. Beograd: Filoloski fakultet, Centar za srpski kao
strani jezik, 351-364.

Klemenovi¢, J. & E. Kamenov. (1998). Komunikacija u dvojezi¢noj
sredini decjeg vrtica. U. S. Vasi¢ i dr. (ur.). Jezik i kultura govora u
obrazovanju. Beograd: Institut za pedagoska istrazivanja, Zavod za
udzbenike i nastavna sredstva, 322-335.

Mikes, M. (1996). Cuvari jezika. Prirucnik za rad sa predskolskom decom
na jezicima nacionalnih manjina. Beograd: Zavod za udzbenike i
nastavna sredstva.

Mikes, M. (2006). Razvijanje visekulturne licnosti od malih nogu. U: Ljiljana
Suboti¢ (ur). Susret kultura. Novi Sad: Filozofski fakultet, 439-446.

Mikes, M. (2008). Mali jezikoslovci u vrticu: razvijanje komunikativnih
vestina na nematernjem jeziku. Novi Sad: Pedagoski zavod Vojvodine.

Skutnab-Kangas, T. (1991). Bilingvizam da ili ne, Beograd: Zavod za
udzbenike i nastavna sredstva.

329



Milica Puri¢i¢

Simoniova-Cernakova, R. (2007). Vaznost obrazovanja na maternjem
jeziku u visejezicnom okruzenju. Pedagoska stvarnost, 53(9-10),
819-827.

Tir, M. (2009). Primena kontrastivne lingvistike u nastavi slovackog jezika
kao maternjeg. u: Plemenka Vlahovi¢, Ranko Bugarski & Vera Vasis
(eds.), Visejezicni svet Melanije Mikes. Novi Sad: Filozofski fakultet,
Drustvo za primenjenu lingvistiku Srbije, 181-187.

Abstract

This paper analyzes the attitudes of employees in the preschool “Poletarac” in
Stara Pazova, a town in the Serbian Province of Vojvodina, with Serbian-Slovak bilin-
gual residents. It examines their attitudes towards the conditions for the development of
linguistic competence in the aforementioned languages. Research was carried out using
an anonymous questionnaire. The main objective was to identify problems that ethnolin-
guistic minorities can encounter in the Serbian educational system concerning their right
to be educated in their language of primary socialization or their waiving of that right.
The results indicate the disadvantages of children’s separation on the basis of language
and wrong attitudes among employees that children will reach the same language level in
both Serbian and Slovak if exposed to them in their environment. The results lead to the
conclusion that the existing conditions could be significantly improved by implementing
additional strategies, such as organizing seminars for employees who work in bilingual
environments, and writing manuals with tips for working with children from minority
communities.

Keywords: bilingualism, preschools, Serbian, Slovak, Stara Pazova.

Appendix 1: Questionnaire

The questionnaire is completely anonymous. It will be used only to
collect data for a paper “The language of instruction issue in pre-schools
in bilingual settings: the example of the Slovak ethnolinguistic minority in
Stara Pazova”. The results of this research will be presented at the Interna-
tional Conference on Minority Languages, held at the Faculty of Philology
in Belgrade, in May 2015.
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1. Have you ever worked with a minority child who did not speak any
Serbian or Slovak? Please explain.

2. Do you consider that minority children going to Serbian groups have
developed language competences both in Serbian and Slovak? Please ex-
plain.

3. How do minority children develop their linguistic competences in these
two languages? Please explain.

4. Do you know if the children who went to the Slovak group start a pri-
mary school with Serbian/Slovak as the language of instruction? Please
explain.

5. Do you consider that a child from Slovak group have reached a certain
level of majority language to be able to receive education in it? Please
explain.

6. What kind of difficulties can encounter a minority child receiving edu-
cation in Serbian in primary or secondary schools? Please explain.
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7. Are you familiar with the information which language or languages a
child uses at home?
a) Yes b) No

8. Are there any Serbian children in groups with Slovak as the language of
instruction?
a) Yes b) No

9. Are there any activities both in Serbian and Slovak in your preschool?
Please explain.

10. Do you know of there are any activities that gather Slovak and
Serbian groups to foster tolerance toward minority or the majority culture?
Please explain.

I1. Has the staff in your preschool undergone additional training
through seminars for working in bilingual environments with children
whose native languages are different? Please explain.

12. Do you think that there are adequate conditions for development of
the Slovak- Serbian bilingualism in your preschool? Please explain.
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