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MODULAR APPROACH TO MINORITY LANGUAGE
TEACHING/LEARNING:
KNOWLEDGE AT THE HEART OF LEARNING

Y 0BOM pajly HamnpaBJbeH je IPEeIor 3a MOAY/IApHU MIPUCTYII JIBOjE3MYHOj/BUILIE]je-
3MYHO]j HACTABH U YUCHY O]l CTpaHe H3BOPHNX TOBOPHHKA MabMHCKHUX je31Ka, Y KOME ce yue-
HHIM TIOZICTHYY J1a KOPHCTE CBE je3HKE KOjU Cy MM Ha paclioyiaramy (MambHHCKe U BehnHCKe
Jje3MKe), ¥ Ha KOjH JIOJ1ajy CTPaHH j€3UK KOjH CMarpajy KOPUCHHM 3a cBOjy Oyayhy apyiiTseny,
Npo(heCHOHAIHY MM aKaJIeMCKy MOOMITHOCT. CBe TO MMa 32 LIiJb Ja IOMOTHE YUSHHIMA 13
CTHOJIMHTBHCTUYKUX MamUHA Ja 3aMHUCIIC JKeJbEHOT cede, cebe kakaB Tpeba ouru (Ddrnyei
2005; Dornyei& Ushioda, 2009), mro nm nomaxe 1a Jo0ujy camoroy3iame, 1a Mperno3Hajy
CBOjY COIICTBEHY BPETHOCT, Jia POIIMPE CBOj€ KOMIICTCHIH]E, T000JBIIAjy KOTHUTHBHE CTpPa-
TErHje ¥ BEIITHHE yUetba, II0CTaHy ayTOHOMHH]U YYEHHIIM 1 MOKaXy PELIEHOCT Ja OCTaHy y
IIKOJIH J{y’>K€ O] OHUX KOjH Cy M3JIOKEHH TPA/IULIOHAIHOM HACTaBHOM KOHTEKCTY Ha BehuH-
CKOM (WJIM YaK CaMO Ha MarbUHCKOM) je3HKY. MOJyJIapHH IIPUCTYTI €A 3HABEM Y CpILY yUeHmha
caMo je jesaH o7l HauMHA pa3BHjamba HOBUX IMIMCMEHOCTH KOje Cy NPH3HATE Kao jeaHa O o-
TpeOHMX BemTHHA 3a 21. BeK, y3 peliaBarbe podieMa U KpUTHYKO Pa3sMHUIILIbAbE, KOje jeIn-
HO MOXX€ OUTH Pa3BHjEHO y OKBUPY KOHCTPYKTUBHOI, KOHTEKCTYAJTHOT ITPUCTYTIA M3 PAIEbU
3Hama y KOME Cy 3amMarjbeHe rpanuie n3Mely HacTaBHUKA M y4eHHKa 1 u3Mel)y je3nka koju
Cy NpUCyTHH y yunoHHIM. Cajialime crambe 00pa3oBHe je3ndke nonurike y Cpouju y Be3n
ca OBHM IHTAbEM, JIaTo je KaKo OM MITyCTPOBAJIO TauKe O KOjUMa je ped.

Kiby4yHe peuyn: MamWHCKU je3HLH, CTHOJIMHIBHCTHYKE MAambHHE, JBOje3UYHO/
BUIIEje3UYHO 00pa30oBare, KOHCTPYKTUBHA T'eHEpallija 3Haba, KOJa0OpaTHBHO yUYCHE
W HACcTaBa, MOAYJIapHH MPUCTYI HACTABU M y4YCHY, 00pa30BHA je3HUKa MOJUTHKA U I1a-
Hupame y Cpouju.

1. General considerations:
European paradigm of language learning and teaching

Language education policy and planning, as integral parts of gen-
eral language policy and planning have been in the focus of European
political, cultural and educational institutions for decades. In view of the
ideology of European citizenship, a unified European academic space,

379



Jelena Filipovi¢

aligned with the concepts of language human rights and maintenance/
revitalization of dominated languages, on one hand, and the overarch-
ing presence of English as a global lingua franca, on the other, language
has been recognized as the key social activity of any human existence.
Furthermore, language education has been understood as an interdisci-
plinary and transdisciplinary socially engaged paradigm in which a wide
range of stakeholders need to be involved beyond the traditional notion
of language teachers and language planners, on one hand, and language
students on the other (Filipovi¢, 2015a, 2015b, Vez, 2009). Minority lan-
guage education has, against such a socio-historical and political back-
ground, at least overtly and de iure, become one of the indispensable and
essential components of most European language education policy and
planning documents and legislation.

One logical implication, often cited in pan-European documents
regarding language education in general, and minority language educa-
tion in particular, is that plurilingulism on an individual level, interpreted
as a person’s ability to use a variety of languages in line with her or
his personal, affective, professional, academic and other needs, can and
should be developed through plurilingual education (Sheils, 1999; Coun-
cil of Europe, 2001; 2007; European Commission, 2007; Vez, 2009; Fili-
povic & Vuco, 2012, etc.).

As Vez (2009: 11) points out, “The Council of Europe (CE), in-
cluding now (end of 2008) 47 member States, is very active in enhancing
Europe’s cultural heritage and promoting unity in diversity particularly
in educational fields. The CE has long run cross-European projects focus-
ing on the transmission of democratic values to young people and their
preparation for life in a multilingual and multicultural Europe (Council
of Europe, 2000)”. All these long-term measures aim at promoting large-
scale plurilingualism and multilingualism through high quality formal
education, available to every and all citizens of Europe, which diversify
the scope of official languages of education, as well as additional/for-
eign/minority languages by supporting official institutions of language
policy and planning and political bodies in member states, which should
promote language(s) learning from day 1 in a young person’s educational
life. The principal objective of these institutional measures is to raise
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generations of young people with heightened levels of intercultural and
linguistic awareness and tolerance for languages and language speakers
belonging to socially and politically less influential groups and commu-
nities, and vice versa.

Continuous language teacher education and elaboration and co-
ordination, “of networks for the design and implementation of modu-
lar courses” (Vez, 2009: 11) is also among the key initiatives cited in
most European documents. Content and Language Integrated Learning
(CLIL) is one of the innovative conceptual approaches developed over
the last decade with the general aim of improving and further enhanc-
ing plurilingual and pluricultural education focusing on teaching con-
tents presented in two or more languages within the same classroom.
As defined in the ECML publication, “CLIL is a dual-focused educa-
tional approach in which an additional language is used for the learning
and teaching of content and language with the objective of promoting
both content and language mastery to predefined levels.” (ECML, online
document, p. 11) It specifically targets some of the key competences for
European lifelong learning, such as linguistic competences in more than
one language, grounded academic and professional experience, situated
knowledge generation and construction, learner autonomy and learning
outcomes/competences which can be applicable and expanded in real-
life professional, academic and private spheres of life (ECML, online
document, pp. 11-13)

2. Minority languages within the general framework
of European language education: Serbia as a case study

Serbia, like most of the other member states of the Council of Eu-
rope and among the 25 countries which have ratified the European Char-
ter for Regional or Minority Languages has developed extensive legis-
lative instruments which target ethnolinguistic communities recognized
by the Serbian Constitution, in all domains of language use, including
formal education. And, as in most other educational systems, minority
languages are present to varying degrees and with different functional
loads within Serbian formal primary and secondary schooling.
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1. Education in L1: when it comes to ethnolinguistic minorities
whose languages are different from the majority language, though Ser-
bian is officially recognized as the principal language of education, these
communities are nonetheless entitled to primary and secondary educa-
tion in their mother tongue if and when students and their parents desire
it, and if a sufficient number of qualified teaching staff and good quality
teaching materials in the target language are available. In the case of
Serbia, only the ‘more powerful’ minority groups, such as Hungarians,
Romanians, and Slovaks, exercise this right to the full extent envisaged
by law (Council of Europe, 2014).

2. Education in the majority language, in our case Serbian as the
official language of education, is a second option assured by the offi-
cial language education policy. Research by a number of authors (Mikes,
2001, Filipovi¢, 2009, Filipovi¢ et al. 2007) indicates that in many cas-
es members of ethnolinguistic communities opt to send their children
to mainstream schools in order to assure their social mobility at higher
levels of the educational system. Namely, there are very few university
programs offered in minority languages, which makes members of eth-
nolinguistic minorities highly vulnerable when it comes to engaging to
the full extent of their academic capacities due to their lack of cogni-
tive academic language proficiency (CALP). CALP is defined by Cum-
mins (2008: 71) as the “students’ ability to understand and express, in
both oral and written modes, concepts and ideas that are relevant to suc-
cess in school”. It implies the presence of linguistic and sociocultural
competences in different academic registers and terminology corpora,
as well as the possession of the stylistic and structural means which are
to be applied in written and oral discourses most commonly recognized
as academic speaking and writing. This further suggests that general
communicative proficiency in the language of education (when it is not
one’s native language) is often deceptive according to Cummins (2008:
75) drawing on research by Vincent (1996): “The children seem to have
much greater English proficiency than they actually do because their
spoken English has no accent and they are able to converse on a few ev-
eryday, frequently discussed subjects. Academic language is frequently
lacking. Teachers actually spend very little time talking with individual
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children and tend to interpret a small sample of speech as evidence of
full English proficiency. (p. 195)” The situation outlined in the previ-
ous sentences has been identified as subtractive bilingualism (Wright et
al., 2000; Filipovi¢, 2009; Scutnabb-Kangas,1981) which, with time, de-
creases a student’s competence in their L1, while at the same time not
reaching the academic linguistic adequacy in the majority language as
the language of education (Cummins, 2008).

3. Bilingual education has been recognized by European institu-
tions as one of the key instruments for the affirmation of plurilingualism,
pluriculturalism, and for the creation of more socially just educational
systems in which there is space and purpose for a larger number of lan-
guages within the same classroom. However, even though the Serbian
legislature recognizes the importance of this type of education, the mi-
nority languages have been purposefully excluded from the latest edu-
cational efforts to assure high quality bilingual education based on CLIL
which is now available for Serbian and the foreign languages present in
our educational system.

In other words, as will be presented in the following section, there
is a huge discrepancy between the officially promoted, explicit language
education policies, and the interests of different stakeholders which of-
ten have a direct impact on the formulation of policies at governmental
level, or impede their implementation at the local level.

3. Bilingual/plurilingual education and minority languages:
pros and cons from the Serbian perspective

Everybody would agree that bilingual education has tremendous
potential for both the students and the community. This is even more
important for students from ethnolinguistic minority groups, as bilingual
education is said to promote equal access to high quality education for
all, open up space for social and professional mobility and encourage
learner autonomy, personal growth, and social and cultural integration.
It is also often repeated that language teachers need to be continuously
educated and allowed access to high quality lifelong learning programs
which would help them better understand the advantages of bilingual (or
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plurilingual) education and learn how best to use the resources available
in order to achieve optimal results in their classrooms, based on policies
defined and designed by policy makers who have the same degree of
awareness of this important educational issue.

However, real life often does not agree with our best intentions, or
the general guidelines defined by supranational institutions and backed
by academic research. In the first place, there is the question of political
will and openness to policy dialogues as well as the readiness to exam-
ine and evaluate different educational perspectives, which require joint
efforts from educational, academic and political institutions. This also
implies the need to develop and recognize bottom up language education
policies, based on the needs of local and regional stakeholders, which
are still often rejected by the political and educational elites. Further-
more, serious curricular issues need to be addressed if successful and
purposeful bilingual/plurilingual education is to be implemented, related
to the number of languages involved, their role and function within the
educational process (such as whether there will be one primary language
in the classroom, and whether that would be a minority or a majority
language, which language(s) will be used for which educational subjects,
in what proportions, and whether minority language(s) will find their
place along with the foreign languages within the CLIL based curricu-
lum all throughout the educational process, or if they will appear only
in the first years of minority students’ education as vehicular languages
which should lead to development of academic linguistic competences
in majority and foreign languages). The question of teaching contents is
closely related to the curriculum and there is often a lack of serious cor-
relation between the teaching materials and the students’ real-life needs,
especially when it comes to ethnolinguistic minorities with relatively
specific cultural models more or less different from those of a given ma-
jority community. Moreover, minority languages often carry the stigma
of being non-standardized varieties, not deemed ‘worthy’ of function-
ing as languages in more formal domains, such as education. Their low
social status makes for an excellent quasi-scientific argument that they
should not be implemented as languages of literacy in formal education.
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In Serbia, all the above issues were encountered during the pro-
cess of preparation of the above cited Guidelines for bilingual education
which specify the conditions for the implementation of a CLIL based
bilingual education. A committee was set up by the Ministry of Educa-
tion, Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia
comprising of members from academia (from different ethnic groups)
and political representatives of a small number of (larger) ethnic minori-
ties. Members of those larger minority communities (such as the Hungar-
ians) refused to apply the concepts of bilingual education in the schools
where their languages are taught, worrying that the education in a minor-
ity language as L1 would be jeopardized by the introduction of bilingual
Serbian/minority/foreign language education! On the other hand, mem-
bers from the most stigmatized ethnic minority, the Romani community,
provided argumentation related to the problems of not having a well de-
fined corpus of standard Romani in Serbia, which for decades has been
an excuse not to publish teaching materials or train teachers who would
be competent in carrying out formal education in Romani. The Ministry
hid behind the expert opinion of the European policy makers stating that
minority and foreign languages cannot be treated the same as that would
threaten the status and the relevance of minority languages in the Serbian
educational system! All that, while the empirical evidence from different
parts of Serbia indicates a serious decline in the interest in education in
minority languages in favor of monolingual education in Serbian and,
when available, Serbian/foreign language bilingual education. If we take
a look at the table representative of Vojvodina alone, from the Third
periodical report on the implementation of the Charter for regional or
minority languages in Serbia (2014), we can easily see that, except in the
case of the Hungarians, and partially the Slovaks and Romanians, mem-
bers from other ethnolinguistic minorities did not attend classes in their
L1 in any significant numbers:
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Nationality | Total No. of Language of education
students Hungarian Rumanian Rythnian Slovakian Croatian

Serbs 107.692 50 17 34 45
Albanians 233 3 2
Bosnians/
Muslims 637 ! !
Bulgarians 61 2
Banyash 756 19
Hungarians 17.671 14.259 1 18 4 3
Macedonians 576 2 2
Germans 108 1
Romas 8.272 533 122 23 49
Rumanians 1.738 1 926
Rythinians 903 5 393 1
Slovaks 3.763 8 2 2.785
Ukrainians 231 2 1
Croats 2.563 18 4 2 277
Montenegrins 1.971 3
Undeclared 4.520 175 3 24 6

Table 1. Education in minority languages in Vojvodina for the school year 2012/13 (source: Third periodical report on the
implementation of the Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in Serbia,2014, pp.42-43 https://www.coe.int/t/dg4/
education/minlang/Report/PeriodicalReports/SerbiaPR3_ser.pdf)
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4. What could/should be done?
A modular approach to minority language teaching

It is obvious that in the process of successful integration of mi-
nority languages into bilingual/plurilingual education, awareness-raising
among educational policymakers and practitioners regarding the impor-
tance and relevance of the presence of minority languages in mainstream
education represents a prerequisite for any purposeful action. In other
words, top-down language education policy needs to be engaged and
official language planners motivated to support this type of educational
shift.

On the other hand, empowerment of minority community members
is the next crucial step in this process, and they should be encouraged to
take an active role in bottom-up language education policy design, de-
velopment and implementation which could satisfy their members’ lin-
guistic, communicative, social, identificational, cultural, educational and
professional needs.

And finally, overall community-based action is necessary, which
would target all members of both minority and majority speech com-
munities, to allow for the awareness raising among the speakers of ma-
jority languages regarding the importance and relevance of the presence
of minority languages in their mainstream education, which would help
them develop tools for critical analysis of the existing and proposed new
language education policies.

Last, but not least, the academic community needs to be alerted to
the social relevance of the issue of engaging minority languages in bilin-
gual/plurilingual education, and should be able to competently engage
in defining objectives for an integrative, effective bilingual/plurilingual
education involving minority languages, applying their academic exper-
tise and research findings to support viable and sustainable solutions pro-
vided by other social stakeholders regarding this topic. In other words,
the academic community needs to be ready and capable of engaging in
a truly trans-disciplinary, socially relevant, constructive dialogue which
would generate new ways of thinking and interpreting the situation in the
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field and serve as an intermediary between representatives of different
educational and political institutions from both minority and majority
communities.

Hence, academic research apparatus, such as participatory action
research (which would open space for local initiatives, leadership, cre-
ativity and innovation in real-life classrooms), curriculum design and de-
velopment, teaching materials production, definition of clearly purposeful
learning and teaching outcomes based on CLIL and involving issues such
as which literacies in which languages should be developed during the
educational process should be investigated and applied. Moreover lifelong
teacher education with the continuous development and improvement of
toolkits for teacher training and effective implementation of chosen meth-
ods and techniques should be stressed and supported on all levels both aca-
demically and financially. Only then can we aim at designing a language
education policy which can be put into the service of sustainable presence
of minority languages in formal education, aligned with supra-national
proposals, such as the one designed by UNESCO in 2005 and presented
here with adaptations necessary for the argumentation presented in this

paper

388



authorities on local and
regional levels

public debates, school
visits

Objectives Contents Teachers Resources Duration/ Assessment
/methods and techniques quantity
Literacy Language teaching in | Minority language General: CEFR, | Number of hours | Development
minority language by  |teachers/varied methods |ELP, online a week of adequate
level and techniques (hopefully |resources by evaluation
allied with state of the art |the Council of tools
resources such as CEFR | Europe, ECML,
and ELP) and other
CLIL Materials for teaching | Minority language institutions Selection of
other subjects in teachers and teachers Local: subjects; number
minority language of other subjects (even Libraries, of hours a week
if they do not speak the | national
minority language) minorities
Social Inclusion/ |Language and culture | Minority language councils, etc. | Number of hours
promotion of teaching materials in | teachers and teachers a week
pluricultural/ minority and majority | of other subjects/group
plurilingual languages for students | discussions, role play,
education from both minority and | projects, portfolios, etc.
majority groups
Community Promotional materials | Minority language Continuous Surveys,
engagement for parents, school teachers and teachers of engagement questionnaire,
authorities, political other subjects/posters, public

debates, etc.

68¢

Table 2. Sustainability of presence of minority languages in bilingual

plurilingual education (based on UNESCO, 2005)
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The above table can easily be used as a checklist which can help all
interested parties define their objectives, teaching and learning needs, as
well as teaching methods and materials, allocate resources and make sure
that the outcomes of their efforts are accurately evaluated.

The guidelines suggested in the previous paragraphs should help us
develop a tentative modular approach to bilingual/plurilingual education,
in which the focus is not on a language or the languages, but rather on in-
dividual students and on socially constructed knowledge creation in an at-
mosphere in which students and teachers (of languages and other subjects)
engage in collaborative processes of teaching and learning, interchang-
ing languages of instruction in accordance with educational, motivational,
emotional and other needs at either the individual or social level, as pre-
sented in Figure 1. below.

Knowledge
construction
(different
subjects)

collaborative
teaching and
learning

language  of
instruction

Figure 1. Modular approach to bilingual/plurilingual
minority/majority/foreign language education

So, to paraphrase the ECML motto for their program campaign:
Languages at the heart of learning, a modular approach to bilingual/plu-
rilingual education should gear toward the concept of Knowledge at the
heart of learning. Knowledge of languages, knowledge of subject mat-
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ter, sociolinguistic, sociocultural, pragmatic, plurilingual and pluricultur-
al knowledge, generated in dialogical form within a classroom in which
students and teachers create purposeful communities of practice. Jimenez
& Silva (2012: 336) offer an excellent definition of such a learning and
teaching environment when describing the relevance of Teacher-Learner
communities of practice, “through collaboration and active engagement in
a community of practice, members are able to imagine themselves, their
roles, and their future in the practice as they move from peripheral to full
participation, or from novice to expert, in making meaning of the tools,
concepts, and processes that co-construct and cultivate the practice”. The
meanings that can be made and negotiated in more than one language, in
an atmosphere in which students are encouraged to apply all the linguistic
repertoires they have at their disposal to explore and critically evaluate
topics of relevance in their personal and communal contexts, which may or
may be not always explicitly present in the mainstream curricula. Hence,
different languages and different teachers should be involved (represented
by the capital S in ‘languageS’ and ‘teacherS’ in Figure 1) in order to as-
sure the optimal conditions for constructive, collaborative learning at all
levels of education and in all subjects.

5. Conclusions: impact of effective bilingual/plurilingual
education for children from ethnolinguistic minorities

By using all the languages the students have at their disposal (mi-
nority and majority languages), and by adding the foreign languages
deemed useful for their future social, professional and academic mobility,
the students are encouraged to envision their desired self, ought-to-be self
(Dornyei 2005; Dornyei& Ushioda 2009), which helps them gain self-con-
fidence, become aware of their self-worth and become capable of recog-
nizing the value of a minority culture, language, tradition, religion, etc. In
terms of academic achievements, modular bilingual/plurilingual education
for members of ethnolinguistic minorities helps them expand their overall
competences, and improve their cognitive strategies and learning skills
(especially when it comes to bridging knowledges from different subjects
in different languages) It also enriches their creativity and imagination
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and such students become more autonomous learners and exhibit commit-
ment to stay in school longer than those who are exposed to a traditional
teaching context in a majority (or even only a minority language) (Thomas
& Collier, 2002). The modular approach with knowledge at the heart of
learning is only one of the ways of developing new literacies (Cummins,
2008), which “depend on the context of the situation, the activity itself,
the interactions between participants...”. The “knowledge and experiences
that these various participants bring to these interactions is distant from
the view held by most L2 educators who still embrace a technocratic no-
tion of literacy and emphasize the development of decontextualized skills”
(Valdés, 2004: 115, cit. in Cummins, 2008: 77). New literacies are recog-
nized as one of the skills needed for the 21st century, which are also geared
toward problem solving and critical thinking, These can only be devel-
oped within a constructivist, contextual approach to knowledge building
in which the lines between teachers and students and among the languages
present in the classrooms are blurred. On a social level, this may help us
achieve higher degrees of social inclusion and validation of the minority
groups living among us. In that way we may be able to begin creating
educational, teaching and learning environments in which languages and
teaching contents are interlinked in a way that maximize the cognitive de-
velopment and learning outcomes of socially marginalized or stigmatized
students (see Cummins 2008 for further discussion about the future devel-
opment in this field of research).
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Abstract

Herein, a proposal is made for a modular approach to bilingual/plurilingual teach-
ing and learning by native speakers of minority languages, in which the students are
encouraged to use all the languages they have at their disposal (minority and majority
languages), and to which foreign languages deemed useful for their future social, pro-
fessional and academic mobility are added. All that in order to help the students from
ethnolinguistic minorities envision their desired self, ought-to-be self (Ddrnyei 2005;
Doérnyei& Ushioda, 2009), which helps them gain self-confidence, recognize their self-
worth, expand their competences, improve their cognitive strategies and learning skills,
become more autonomous learners and exhibit commitment to stay in school longer than
those who are exposed to a traditional teaching context in a majority (or even only in a
minority language). A modular approach with knowledge at the heart of learning is just
one of the ways of developing new literacies which are recognized as one of the skills
needed for the 21st century, along with problem solving and critical thinking, which can
only be developed within a constructivist, contextual approach to knowledge building
in which the lines among teachers and students and among the languages present in the
classrooms are blurred. The current state of Serbian language education policy regarding
this issue is provided to illustrate the points in question.

Keywords: minority languages, ethnolinguistic minorities, bilingual/plurilingual

education, constructive knowledge generation, collaborative learning and teaching, mod-
ular approach to teaching and learning, Serbian language education policy and planning.
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