
Workshop	II:	Minority	languages,	
multilingualism,	language	policy	and	
language	teaching	

1.	Introduction	
	
Multilingualism	is	now	generally	acknowledged	as	a	natural	feature	of	human	language	
faculty,	as	beneficial	for	the	cognitive	and	linguistic	development	of	an	individual,	as	a	
central	aspect	of	human	cultural	diversity	and	as	an	important	part	of	European	
cultural	legacy.	At	the	same	time,	despite	innumerable	statements	of	goodwill	and	
numerous	studies	and	projects	dealing	with	how	multilingualism	should	be	managed,	
supported	and	created,	the	EU	lacks	a	coherent	strategy	for	multilingual	language	
policies,	as	shown,	for	instance,	by	the	ELDIA	project	(see	e.g.	Laakso	&	al.	2016).	The	
ELDIA	project	also	confirmed	one	of	its	basic	assumptions:	the	“natural”	
multilingualism	of	minorities	and	migrants	is	treated	differently	from	the	acquired	
(functional)	multilingualism	(for	instance,	Germans	learning	English	or	Finns	learning	
French)	which	is	the	proclaimed	goal	of	education	systems.	
	 It	is	especially	in	language	teaching	and	the	education	system	that	the	problems	
and	inequality	issues	typical	of	minority	languages	can	easily	be	observed.	The	
majority-language	school	system	with	its	assimilationist	policies	has	been	an	
instrument	of	“linguicide”	and	a	deeply	traumatizing	experience	for	minority-language	
speakers	in	many	countries.	The	methods	used	to	suppress	the	minority	language	have	
varied	from	downright	language	bans,	punishments	and	public	shaming	of	pupils	who	
speak	their	heritage	language	to	more	sophisticated	“devalorization”	of	the	minority	
language.	They	are	typically	accompanied	by	propaganda	against	bilingualism	(or	
arousing	fear	of	“semilingualism”)	and	by	the	glorification	of	the	majority	language:	it	
is	claimed	that	only	the	majority	language	will	lead	to	modernization	and	civilization	
or	offer	better	prospects	in	higher	education	or	on	the	labour	market.		
	 Even	if	education	systems	now	often	give	lip	service	to	multilingualism	and	
language	diversity,	their	role	in	supporting	the	maintenance	or	revitalization	of	
minority	languages	is	controversial	at	best:	the	teaching	of	minority	languages,	
notwithstanding	its	good	intentions,	is	often	insufficient	both	quantity-	and	quality-
wise,	concerning	both	the	planning	of	programmes	and	curricula	and	their	
implementation.	European	national	education	systems	have	often	developed	hand	in	
hand	with	monolingual(ist)	nation-state	projects,	which	means	that	the	monolingual	
bias	is	present	even	in	foreign	language	teaching	(see	e.g.	Dufva	et	al.	2011)	and	the	
management	of	multilingualism	is	determined	by	the	ethnolinguistic	assumption,	i.e.	
the	idea	that	ethnic	identity	and	mother	tongue	are	or	should	be	in	a	simple	1:1	
relationship	to	each	other.	Dealing	with	everyday	multilingualism	in	a	school	class	is	a	
challenge	for	which	many	teachers	in	European	school	systems	have	not	been	
adequately	prepared.	
	 In	this	workshop,	questions	of	multilingualism	involving	Uralic	minority	
languages	in	the	education	system	will	be	discussed,	possibly	also	with	the	help	of	



group	exercises.	An	active	contribution	for	this	workshop	consists	of	a	presentation	of	
ca.	10	minutes	in	the	workshop	meeting	during	the	Winter	School	and	a	paper	based	
on	this	presentation	(and	the	discussions	in	the	workshop),	submitted	(by	e-mail	to	
johanna.laakso@univie.ac.at)	after	the	Winter	School	no	later	than	the	end	of	March.	
	 You	are	also	encouraged	to	work	in	international	pairs	or	virtual	workgroups	
(consisting	of	students	from	different	universities).	In	this	case,	you	can	use	up	to	20	
minutes	for	your	presentation;	in	your	written	submission	you	must	clearly	describe	
the	division	of	labour	within	your	group.	
	 As	introductions	into	the	problematics	of	minority	languages	and	
multilingualism	in	the	education	system,	Baker	(2008),	Huss	(2008),	Hornberger	
(2009),	Pasanen	(2008),	Gorter	(2013)	and	Pasanen	et	al.	(forthcoming)	can	also	be	
used	as	annotated	lists	of	central	issues,	while	Hornberger	(ed)	(2008),	Marten	et	al.	
(ed)	(2015)	and	Toivanen	&	Saarikivi	(eds)	(2016)	are	edited	volumes	with	numerous	
useful	articles.	Tove	Skutnabb-Kangas	has	published	extensively	on	the	issues	of	
minority	language	education	from	the	point	of	view	of	human	rights	(see	e.g.	
Skutnabb-Kangas	2000).	
	

2.	Possible	themes	for	presentations		
	
For	the	assignment	of	theme,	contact	Johanna	Laakso	(johanna.laakso@univie.ac.at).		
	
a.	Describe	and	critically	analyse	the	situation	of	a	Uralic	minority	language	of	your	
choice	in	the	education	system.	You	can	use,	for	instance,	the	following	sources:		

• the	ELDIA	reports	(available	at	http://phaidra.univie.ac.at/o:80726	for	North	
Saami	in	Norway,	Karelian	in	Finland,	Estonian	in	Finland,	Karelian	in	Russia,	
Veps,	Võro,	Seto,	Estonian	in	Germany,	Hungarian	in	Austria,	Hungarian	in	
Slovenia);	

• the	Mercator	regional	dossiers	(available	at	https://www.mercator-
research.eu/en/knowledge-base/regional-dossiers/	for	Nenets,	Khanty,	and	
Selkup,	the	Finnic	minorities	in	Sweden,	Hungarian	in	Slovakia,	Hungarian	in	
Slovenia,	Saami	in	Sweden,	and	Võro);		

• the	Language	Education	Policy	Profiles	of	the	Council	of	Europe	
(https://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Profils1_EN.asp),	available	for	Austria,	
Estonia,	Hungary,	Norway,	Slovakia,	Slovenia,	and	Ukraine;	

• Zamyatin	(2016)	for	minorities	in	Russia;	
and	in	addition	to	these:	

• Pasanen	(2015)	and	Olthuis	et	al.	(2013)	for	Inari	Saami;	
• http://www.kuati.fi/fi/saamelainen-varhaiskasvatus/varhaiskasvatus--

suunnitelmat.php	and	further	reports	on	Saami	education	and	the	
implementation	of	Saami	language	law	in	Finland	(see	the	homepage	of	
Sámediggi:	
http://www.samediggi.fi/index.php?option=com_content&task=blogcategory&i
d=74&Itemid=60	);	

• Scheller	(2011),	Siegl	&	Rießler	(2015)	for	Kildin	Saami;	
• Hirvonen	(2008)	and	Huss	(2008)	for	Saami	especially	in	Norway;	
• Huss	(1999,	2008)	for	the	Finnic	and	Saami	minorities	in	Northern	Scandinavia;	



• Salo	(2005)	for	Mordvin	and	Mari;	
• Zamyatin	(2015)	for	Mari	and	Udmurt;	
• Brenner	(2008),	Csiszár	(2007),	and	Csire	&	Laakso	(2011,	2014)	for	Hungarian	in	

Austria;	
• Kovács	et	al.	(2015)	for	Csángó	Hungarian;	
• Horváth	(2014)	for	Mansi.	

	
b.	Annika	Pasanen	(2008;	Pasanen	et	al.	forthcoming)	has	divided	the	Uralic	minority	
languages	into	four	groups	on	the	basis	of	their	presence	in	the	education	system:	

1. the	language	is	used	as	the	medium	of	education	throughout	basic	education;	
2. the	language	is	used	as	the	medium	of	education	in	some	subjects	or	in	some	

grades	in	basic	education;	
3. the	language	is	taught	as	a	subject;	
4. the	language	is	not	present	in	the	education	system.	

Elaborate	and	reflect	on	this	classification.	In	reality,	the	categories	2–3	cover	a	broad	
range	of	arrangements	–	describe	this	in	more	detail.	Why	is	the	difference	between	
the	positions	as	the	medium	of	education	and	as	a	subject	so	crucial,	and	why	is	it	so	
difficult	to	understand	or	assess?		
	
c.	Both	Joshua	Fishman’s	Graded	Intergenerational	Disruption	Scale	(GIDS;	Fishman	
1991)	and	its	expanded	version	(EGIDS)	by	Lewis	and	Simons	(Lewis	et	al.	2016)	include	
the	role	of	the	language	in	the	education	system	into	the	criteria	by	which	the	grade	of	
endangerment	or	language	maintenance	is	assessed.	Reflect	on	these	criteria	and	their	
validity	or	relevance,	using	Uralic	examples	of	different	relevant	stages	of	
endangerment.			
	
d.	Select	a	Uralic	minority	language	which	currently	has	no	(official)	presence	in	the	
education	system	and	sketch	an	action	plan	(as	realistic	as	possible)	to	implement	it	
into	the	basic	education,	taking	into	account	the	legal	and	institutional	frameworks	in	
the	country	and	region	at	issue.	
	
e.	Western	research	on	minority	languages	has	been	strongly	concentrated	on	Western,	
regional	(autochthonous/indigenous)	and	Indo-European	minorities,	and	this	
tendency	can	also	be	seen	in	the	language	selection	in	the	minority	special	issue	of	
AILA	Review	21	(2008).	Reflect	on	how	data	from	and	research	on	Uralic	minority	
languages	could	help	to	correct	this	bias.	
	
f.	The	concept	of	heritage	language	(Herkunftssprache,	származásnyelv,	hemspråk	etc.)	
is	widely	used,	for	example,	in	the	U.S.A.	In	many	European	countries,	in	contrast,	
language	(education)	policies	are	still	struggling	with	the	problem	that	the	language	
connected	with	a	person’s	ethnic	identity	is	not	necessarily	his/her	first	or	dominant	
language,	while	institutional	arrangements	are	largely	based	on	a	binary	division	
between	mother	tongue(s)	and	second/foreign	language(s).	What	kind	of	problems	
can	(and	do)	arise	from	this?	See,	for	instance,	Csire	&	Laakso	(2008,	2011)	for	
inspiration	and	further	source	references,	and	elaborate	on	this	question	using	
examples	from	one	or	more	Uralic	minority	language(s).	
	



g.	What	should	the	majority	(speakers	of	the	state	language)	know	about	minority	
languages?	Can	or	should	the	minority	language	be	taught	to	speakers	of	the	majority	
language,	too	–	how,	when,	under	what	conditions,	to	what	extent?	In	Norway,	for	
instance,	the	school	curriculum	for	Norwegian	speakers	now	includes	a	minimum	
knowledge	about	the	background	and	role	of	the	Saami	languages	in	Norwegian	
society	and	a	basic	knowledge	of	the	Saami	alphabet	and	the	pronunciation	of	Saami	
letters.	In	Russia,	in	turn,	the	official	position	of	the	titular	language	in	ethnic	
republics	has	aroused	heated	debates	about	the	pros	and	cons	of	the	compulsory	
teaching	of	the	titular	language	to	Russian-speaking	pupils.	Research	and	discuss	this	
situation	in	a	state	or	region	(of	your	choice)	with	a	Uralic-language	minority.		
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