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CZECH EDUCATION AS ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT
FACTORS IN MAINTAINING CZECH MINORITY
AND ITS MOTHER TONGUE IN CROATIA

UYemrko obpa3oBame y XpBaTckoj MPBEHCTBEHO j€ TIOBE3aHO Ca YSIIKOM MarbHHOM
y XpBaTcKkoj Koja ce y OBO MOApYydje Jocennia y Hajsehoj Mepr TokoM 19. i ToueTKoM
20. Beka, a HACTAaHWIIM Cy CE YIJIABHOM Yy OKOJIMHHM rpana JlapyBapa. Y OBOM TPEHYTKY,
o0Opa3oBame je OpraHM30BaHO Ha CBUM HHBOWMA, OJI OOJAHMIITA IMPEKO OCHOBHE IIIKOJIC
U Cpeime IIKoJe, ca MOryhHM HAacTaBKOM CTYIMja YEIIKOT je3nka Ha Duiozodckom
¢daxynrety y 3arpely, ¥ MOTIIYHO je YKJbYUEHO y ApKaBHH 00pa3oBHH cucTeM. Kpo3
TPU 3aKOHCKA MOJIeJIa HACTaBe Y MAabUHCKUM IIKOJIaMa, CKOPO XMUJbay JeLe YU YSIIKH
jesuk y Pemy6mmmm XpBatckoj. HactaBa ce omprxaBa Wi y IOTIIYHOCTH Ha MaFbHHCKOM
JE3WKY WJIM JTBOjE3MYHO Ca PA3IMYUTHM CTEIICHOM 3aCTYIJBEHOCTH je3WKa ITI0jeINHIIA.
[Topen Ky1TYpHHX, HOBUHAPCKUX M IPYTHX aKTHUBHOCTH, 00pa30Bame Ha YEIIKOM je3HKY
jemaH je on HajBaxXHHUjUX (hakTopa y O0pOM 3a OUyBame YEMIKOT je3uKa U UIACHTHTEeTa. To
3HaYajHO JONPUHOCH YCIIOpaBamky aCHMUIIAIIN]E YEITKe MatbIHHE Y X PBaTCKO].

Kibyyne peum: HammonamHa MmamuHa, Yemika, XpBaTcka, (akTopd OdyBarba
HAIMOHAJIHUX MambHHA, 00pa30Bambe MabHHA.

1. Czech Education as one of the most important factors
in maintaining the Czech minority and its mother tongue
in Croatia

Czechs migrated in large numbers to the territory that is now Croatia,
mainly in the period from the late 18th century to the early 20th century, un-
der the Austro-Hungarian Empire, when Czechia and Croatia were within one
state entity. This was a controlled colonial policy on the part of Austria, intend-
ed to resettle the territory after the Ottomans had been forced out. The Czechs
settled mostly around the city of Daruvarin in Western Slavonia, where a col-
ony was created, and in larger cities such as Zagreb, Osijek and Dubrovnik.

From the end of the 19+ century Czechs associated in the new ter-
ritory, established cultural groups, libraries, Sokol, but when the Austro-
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Hungarian Empire collapsed and the settlers found themselves in a differ-
ent state these institutions also declined, including Czech schools. Today,
Czech cultural associations — the so-called Czech Beseda’s — operate in
Croatia and can be found in 31 settlements that are scattered throughout
the Republic. Their centre is in the town of Daruvarin Western Slavonia
(about 130 kilometres east of Zagreb), where the umbrella organization of
the minority — the Czech Union (Svaz Cechil) is situated. Within the Czech
Beseda’s there are numerous theatre and dance groups, choirs, brass bands
and other groups which preserve Czech culture, customs and language.
The minority is well-organized and has a rich cultural life.

In the long term, the number of Czechs in Croatia has remained rela-
tively stable, however, at every census, their number is gradually decreas-
ing. At the last census in 2011, less than ten thousand inhabitants declared
themselves to be of Czech nationality in Croatia and less than six thousand
three hundred declared Czech to be their mother tongue.

Many factors that affect both the individual and the minority, as a
whole, had an effect on maintaining the Czech minority in Croatia. The
literature traditionally lists factors such as:

o family
+ school
 cultural organizations
* media

* nationalistic factor

+ religion (Church)

» national and local language policies

» social-psychological factors (identification, attitudes, social net-

works)

» other (such as industrialization/urbanization, media develop-

ment, political domination, endogamy, stigmatization....).

Like many other minorities, in the Czech minority in Croatia the
family is the most important factor in maintaining ethnicity and mother
tongue, where language is automatically transferred from parents to chil-
dren. The selection of a life partner plays a major role here. However, since
the Czech minority in Croatia is not a closed community, but lives together
with the majority population — Croats, along with members of other na-
tionalities, the number of mixed marriages is growing, due to which lan-
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guage transfer within families is made difficult or is completely broken. In
many families Czech parents do not speak Czech to their children and that
not only in the presence of a partner who does not speak Czech, but also in
cases when they are alone with the child. Thus children do not learn Czech
as their mother tongue naturally from the earliest age.

The possibility to acquire and enrich the mother tongue,but above
all to use this language at all, is offered by numerous cultural associations:
theatre and folklore ensembles, choirs, brass bands and other groups that
care about the preservation of Czech culture, customs and language. These
also play a major role in creating a sense of belonging, awareness of their
roots and learning about national traditions and culture.

The media play an important role. The Czech minority can hear
Czech language regularly over local Radio station Daruvar Broadcasting,
but information and publishing activities in Czech for the entire Czech
minority are mainly provided by the newspaper-publishing institution Jed-
nota, which publishes magazines for adults and children, textbooks for
schools and books in Czech language. For many, this is the single most im-
portant source of contemporary literary language. The bulletins in Czech-
Croatian or even only in Croatian are then published by some Beseda’s
that prepare them at their own expense. The opportunity to watch TV pro-
grams in Czech is very limited.

In relatively recent times, the nationalistic factor, caused by ethnic
disagreements and the wars of the 1990s have had a strong effect. While
for a part of Czech minority members, this led to stronger identification
with the majority population ("since we are living in Croatia, we are after
all Croats"), for the other part on the other hand, often quite assimilated
members of the minority, these frictions between nations led to a greater
awareness of their origin and strengthening of national feelings.

In contrast to many other minorities, the church does not play a big
role in maintaining national feeling and mother tongue, since the religious
beliefs of majority of Czechs are indistinguishable from the majority pop-
ulation. A certain role is played here by the fact that local Czechs do not
have the possibility to attend Mass in the Czech language, and it is difficult
to estimate of how big an interest there would be for a Mass in Czech, as
the local minority has been accustomed to the Croatian Mass for years.
The exception can be found in the settlement BjeliSevec in the Pozega
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region and Zdence in Daruvar region where there is a greater number of
Protestants, and in recent years ecclesiastics from the Czech Republic have
been regular visitors there. But in recent years several masses led by cler-
ics from the Czech Republic (eg. the auxiliary bishop of Prague Vaclav
Maly who visited Daruvar in 2014) were frequently visited and members
of the Czech choir rehearsed also Czech spiritual songs which the occa-
sional Mass in Czech accompanies.

An important factor in the existence of minorities and the preserva-
tion of minority languages in a given territory is the policy of the state and
of the regions, in which the minorities live. Despite relatively well-devel-
oped minority laws in Croatia, there are problems with their implementa-
tion in practice. The Czech minority in Croatia has secured its right to
education in the minority language, information in the minority language
and in some settlements, the right of a minority official language. It is also
protected by the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.
However, even in the very centre of the minority in Daruvar, those rights
were violated or denied to such an extent that, in 2005 even the European
Council noted it. For some time the policy of the state and especially of
the local government in Daruvar and its surroundings became one of the
most important factors that influenced assimilation of minority members
(in this case negative) due to limited communication opportunities of mi-
nority members to use the Czech language. The latest developments on
the Croatian political scene, this time at the highest state level, again raise
concerns among members of national minorities in Croatia, as some politi-
cal parties have included restrictions on the rights of national minorities in
their programs.

In case of certain limitations of the possibility of language trans-
fer within the family, minority schools are of growing importance since
children there have the opportunity to learn the language of their parents
and grandparents and learn customs and traditions. Their presence greatly
slows the assimilation of minorities, since it allows regular contact with
the language even to those minority members who do not speak Czech at
home. Some parents openly admit that they are putting their children in
Czech schools in the hope that their children would learn Czech in school
and make up for what they themselves neglected. Others rely on Czech
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schools for their children to improve their spoken and written Czech and
develop the knowledge gained at home and out of school.

Czech education in Croatia is organized at all levels, from kinder-
garten through primary school to Czech high school (Gymnasium), with
possible continuity at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb to study Czech
studies.

The first Czech elementary school was founded in Daruvar in 1922,
i.e. shortly after the Czechs found themselves in a foreign country once
Austria-Hungary collapsed. It was a private school, which was named af-
ter Jan Amos Komensky. Opening of other schools in Hercegovac, Kaptol,
Bjelovar and elsewhere followed. In addition to private schools, Czech
departments at Croatian state schools and Czech supplementary schools
also emerged (i.e. extracurricular classes of the Czech language and ge-
ography).

Today, Czech schools are incorporated into the Croatian state educa-
tion system, and three models of instruction established by the state are
being used at Czech schools (Statiova Brdarova, 2007:2):

1. model A — minority language has the same number of hours as the

Croatian language and all subjects are taught in minority language;

2. model B — minority language has the same number of hours as
the Croatian language and history, geography, art and musical
arts are taught in the minority language; other subjects are taught
in Croatian;

3. model C (so-called care of the mother tongue and culture) — 3 to
5 hours of lessons a week are taught in the minority language at
a Croatian school. These are lessons in language, literature and
culture (musical arts, geographical and historical reality, folk tra-
ditions and customs, possibly religion) .

In the 2014/2015 school year Model A was used at:

- two kindergartens (in Daruvar and Koncanica),

- two eight-year elementary schools (Daruvar school of Jan Amos
Komensky, Koncanica school of Josef Rtzicka and their district
schools) and

- one district school (elementary school of Ivan Nepomuk Jemersi¢
in Ivanovo Selo).

1 67



Helena Stranjik

Czech schools are focused on maintaining Czech language and
Czech customs. The curricula are consistent with the curriculum for Croa-
tian schools, additionally teaching Czech. The content of geography and
history curriculum is adapted and expanded for issues related to the Czech
minority in Croatia and to the Czech Republic. In the first seven years
Czech is used as the medium of instruction, in the eighth grade the instruc-
tion is provided bilingually in order to enable smooth transition of students
to Croatian schools.

Schools provide a wide choice of optional activities (sports, theatre,
puppetry, literary, artistic, amateur, music, singing, dancing groups etc., as
well as before and after-school care, which are not typically provided in
Croatian schools) to their students. Several times a year they organize joint
programs and parades, which offer the students opportunities where they
can present their skills. The schools try to make use of the newest tech-
nologies, e.g. magic boxes in kindergartens. In these and many other ways
Czech schools are striving to offer education that is as varied as possible
and of the best possible quality. CZS J. A. Komenského Primary School
was selected for participation in an experimental project of the Croatian
Ministry of Education in the years 2005-2010 aiming at a reform of the na-
tional educational standard, the so-called HNOS (Hrvatski nacionalni ob-
razovni standard — Croatian national educational standard), within which
the teachers had to attend a number of training sessions and seminars.

According to the model B Czech was being taught at Daruvar grammar
school (Gymnasium), which is also the only high school in Croatia offering
a programme of study in the Czech language. Some subjects are instructed
in Czech, others in Croatian, depending on available teachers. Upon gradu-
ation the students can even choose a graduation exam in Czech language.

Teaching of Czech by model C started last year at:

- one kindergarten (Meduric¢),

- 19 elementary schools (Dezanovac, Grubisno Polje, Meduri¢,
Lipik, Sira¢, Sibovac, Zagreb, Kaptol, Hercegovac, Rijeka, Li-
povljani, Sisak, BjeliSevac, Gornji Sredani, Bjelovar, Virovitica)
and district schools (Dios, Trojeglava, Velki Zdenci), and

- 4 high schools (Daruvar, Zagreb, Virovitica, Grubisno Polje), in
various regions in Croatia.
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In the 2014/2015 school year approximately 1,000 children in Croa-
tia were taught Czech according to the three models in total, compared to
previous school years, with gradually increasing interest in the teaching
model C.

In the current school year 2015/2016 the situation is very similar in
terms of the number of schools where the Czech language is taught, as well
as the number of students interested in these lessons. However, there has
been a significant change at the Daruvar grammar school (Gymnasium)
which used to be the only school applying the model B: Due to an insuffi-
cient number of students, it was not possible to open a separate Czech class
unlike in previous years and therefore in the first year the Czech language
is taught “only” as an additional subject completing the classical Croatian
education — so, in fact, corresponding to model C. Model B is applied to
Czech education only in the second, third and fourth grades of Daruvar
Gymnasium and it is uncertain what education at this school will look like
in the years to come, i.e. whether it will be possible to find enough students
to open a separate Czech class and offer education according to model B.

Czechs traditionally print their own textbooks and teaching materi-
als in Czech for the needs of Czech education in Croatia. These are based
on their Croatian counterparts and supplemented for Czech Republic his-
tory, geography, cultural aspects, etc. However, since the new models of
education were introduced, the publishing of new textbooks has faced
several difficulties: While for model B, i.e. for the gymnasium, the text-
books were purchased in the Czech Republic, for model C, only the text-
book for the first year is available. Textbooks for other grades have been
awaiting approval by the competent ministry for several years already. To
teach Czech, teachers also use the Czech monthly magazine for children
Detskykoutek and bilingual school magazines.

Czech schools cooperate with schools in the Czech Republic and
they organize tours for students and training courses for teachers regularly.
A number of events are organized by the Czech Union, e.g. the Winter
School of Creative Drama, Our Spring (Nasejaro — performances in the ar-
eas of drama/recitation, folklore, literature and fine arts) or the Symposium
on the Czech Language, which offers the possibility of further education
for teachers. Additionally, in the school year 2015/2016 the third edition of
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the Language and Creative Writing Olympics was organized by the Czech
Union, the Bjelovar-Bilogora Region, both Czech primary schools and the
gymnasium, and with the help of Czech teachers sent by the Czech Min-
istry of Education, Youth and Sports. Furthermore, a new Facebook page
entitled Cesky mateisky jazyk (Czech mother tongue) was launched this
year in order to promote the necessity of looking after the mother tongue.

Regarding the Czech educational system in Croatia, I would like to
accentuate several issues that affect the present form of minority education
and will also affect the future:

1. Securing teaching staff

Besides two teachers that are sent yearly from the Czech Republic
starting from the mid-nineties and who assist the local teachers in teach-
ing, all teaching staff is secured by the minority from their own members.
Therefore, the inability to obtain education at universities in Czech lan-
guage is increasingly being felt as a problem. It is possible to study only
the Czech language at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb, it is not pos-
sible to study other subjects in the Czech language. And education in the
Czech Republic is not strongly supported. Therefore, the vast majority of
teachers at Czech schools are people who were born in Croatia and attend-
ed school there. Usually they are aware of their lack of knowledge of the
Czech language, insufficient contact with contemporary literary language,
and especially their lack of vocabulary. They often do not speak to their
students in the literary language, but rather with commonly spoken Czech
blended with elements from dialects — literary Czech then becomes only a
matter of Czech language classes. Especially the science teachers are faced
with difficulties since they lack the knowledge of Czech professional ter-
minology, which they have to learn themselves. Thus higher demands are
placed upon them in comparison to teachers working at Croatian schools.
Even the Czech language teachers are mostly expatriates (or even Croats)
who graduated from Czech Studies at Zagreb University and do not have
sufficient contact with contemporary Czech language.

The problem of insufficient number of teachers has deepened by ex-
tending Czech language lessons to other schools and increasing the num-
ber of hours in schools, where it had been taught up to now. The Czech
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Union is trying to solve this problem by organizing workshops and semi-
nars for teachers and every year the minority teachers also attend courses
in the Czech Republic, e.g. the Language Course for Expatriates held in
the Czech town of Dobruska, organized by the Institute for Language and
Preparatory Studies of Charles University in cooperation with the Czech
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, summer schools, a methodology course for
Czech language teachers, weekly seminars for teachers held in the Czech
Republic, etc.

For minority education it would be very helpful if the teachers had
the opportunity to study in the Czech Republic, e.g. stays of one or two
semesters at Czech universities. However, before Croatia’s entry into the
European Union, expatriates could only study in the Czech Republic as
foreigners from third countries, which was quite complicated from the ad-
ministrative point of view. There are currently new possibilities of joining
exchange study programs like Erasmus+,CEEPUS and others, offering ex-
change stays and possibilities of hosting. Among expatriate students there
are already some who are making use of these new opportunities: There
are currently two students from the Daruvar region studying at Czech uni-
versities. Both of them study the Czech language.

2. Knowledge of language by children

In recent years, the composition of children in Czech schools is chang-
ing. While previously these schools were attended by children from Czech
families, today a growing number of children come from mixed or entirely
Croatian marriages, who generally do not speak Czech at home or outside
school. In schools, the Czech language to a certain extent is thus acquiring
the nature of a foreign language and Croatian is becoming the language of
mutual communication between students and teachers. Yet Czech schools
achieve very good results. Teachers are able to cope with considerably
varying Czech knowledge in children coming in, and graduates from these
schools speak Czech at a good level of active language user.

The situation is somewhat different in the case of pupils attending
classes based on model C: According to the experience of some teach-
ers, especially in bigger cities, children who learn Czech under this model
usually do not speak Czech at home with their parents or are not even of
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Czech origin. They simply use this opportunity to learn a foreign language
free of charge. Logically then, education starts with the very basics.

3. Participation of teachers in the social life of the community

In the past, teachers used to be the providers of the cultural life of
the minority — they organized cultural events at Beseda’s, rehearsed theatre
plays, and singing and dance performances. Through their activities, they
naturally connected schools with minority associations, acting as models,
while drawing the young generation of expatriates to the associations and
encouraging them to participate in their activities.

Nowadays, the teachers belonging to the current young generation
usually teach at several schools at the same time in order to fulfil the neces-
sary number of lessons. As a result, they have less free time and moreover
they do not feel attached to a particular school or town. Therefore many of
them do not take part in the cultural life of the minority at all and so they
do not participate in the activities of schools and associations anymore. In
this way, the only young people who join the associations are those who
find their way to them by themselves. For the associations, which depend
on the voluntary work of their members, this can mean a gradual decrease
in the number of young and active members.

4. The possibility of continued education in the Czech language

Limited opportunities to continue their education in the Czech lan-
guage after completing elementary school have unfortunately had rather
negative effects. After the completion of Czech elementary school many
young people go on to Croatian secondary school, thereby communication
in Czech is reduced to the benefit of Croatian, particularly in terms of com-
munication about technical subjects. This limitation of communication in
Czech is, however, even more significant in the event of secondary educa-
tion termination and continuation of one’s studies at the university, which
in Daruvar region necessarily means departure from the minority region
(mostly) to the environment completely Croatian — this limits even com-
munication within family.
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In recent years, due to poorer economic conditions and job opportu-
nities in Daruvar region, after leaving school many young people perma-
nently move out from minority environment, which often leads to severing
ties and faster assimilation.

Czech education in Croatia is facing other issues related, among
other things, to the question of financing the operation of schools or pub-
lishing textbooks. Let me quote the advisor for Czech schools J. Stafiova
Brdarova (Strumlova Tuckova, 2015:4-5):

We have to fight for the kindergarten in Koncanica. This year the
Ministry of Education refused at the last minute to contribute to the sum-
mer school for seventh grade pupils. The Agency for Education did not
appoint the heads of expert committees for the minority. Even the curricula
for the education of Czech language and culture under the model C still
have not been approved. In addition to all these issues, we will have to
undergo significant changes, like all schools in Croatia. These consist of
introducing the nine year primary school and changes in the curriculum.

The nine year primary school should be introduced in Croatia from
the next school year, i.e. 2015/2016.

Czech Education is an important factor in preventing assimilation
of the Czech minority in Croatia, or at least markedly slowing this assimi-
lation. This is particularly evident in the settlements, where there are no
Czech schools or where these have been cancelled in the past for various
reasons; language was transferred to the next generation to a lesser extent
and the closing of schools in many cases has led to faster assimilation —
minority associations have gradually disappeared in these settlements as
well. It is with this in mind that some parents seek to introduce Czech at
Croatian schools at least as an optional subject. Thus, in recent years, the
Czech language lessons are being renewed in schools where these once ex-
isted, and are even being introduced to new schools. Since the late nineties
the school buildings were expanded or redesigned, new textbooks under
the new curricula are being issued. There is constant work on improving
minority education and due to the attention given to pupils and the way
of working with them, a multicultural approach and interconnection of
teaching with minority life, Czech schools have been for years considered
exemplary in Croatia and abroad.
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Currently, Czech language is being taught to nearly 1,000 children,
which is a tenth of all the children in Croatia learning minority languages. The
existence and retention of minority education appears, besides upbringing in
families and minority activities, one of the most important factors of minority
language retention in a certain environment, since it provides the new gen-
erations with language acquisition, knowledge of traditions and customs and
development of national identity. It significantly contributes to slowing down
the assimilation of ethnic minorities. The results of the last census confirm this
slowdown: In the Czech minority, the decrease of the number of members was
lower compared to most other nationalities in Croatia.

Education always has to exist in conjunction with other factors that
support the preservation of the national minority and of the minority lan-
guage in a majority environment; factors such as the above mentioned
family, cultural life, media, language policy etc. Nowadays, as the struc-
ture and functioning of families change, the importance of other factors is
growing. Therefore we need to put more emphasis on education itself. For
maintaining and developing it further in the next years, the key point is to
ensure qualified teaching staff, but also a sufficient number of children at-
tending Czech schools. The preservation of the minority language would
also be encouraged by opportunities for greater contact with contemporary
Czech language, not only in lessons, but also outside of school, e.g. the
possibility to watch Czech Television and listen to Czech Radio which
unfortunately has not been possible in the last two decades. Apart from
the possibility of Czech Studies at the University of Zagreb, there is a lack
of opportunities to continue education in the Czech language or to study a
different discipline in the Czech language. Strengthening contacts with the
current Czech culture and language would represent a new boost for the
local Czech minority and the Czech education system.
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Abstract

Czech education in Croatia is associated primarily with the Czech minority in
Croatia that moved to this area mainly during the 19th and early 20th century and settled
mostly in the surroundings of the town of Daruvar. Currently, education is organized at all
levels, from kindergarten through elementary school to Czech high school, with possible
continuity of Czech language studies at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb, and is fully

| 75



Helena Stranjik

incorporated into the state’s education system. Following three statutory models of teach-
ing in minority schools, nearly a thousand children currently study Czech in the Republic
of Croatia. Lessons are held either in the minority language completely or bilingually
with varying allotment of individual language usage.

Next to the cultural, journalistic and other activities, Czech education is one of
the most important factors in the struggle to maintain the Czech language and identity. It
significantly contributes to the slowing of assimilation of the Czech minority in Croatia.

Keywords: national minority, Czech, Croatia, factors maintaining national minor-
ity, minority education.
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