
Bešter, R., & Medvešek, M. (2015). Immigrant languages in education: The case of Slovenia. 

Ethnicities, 15(1), 112–133.  

Ethnicities published online 7 August 2014 

DOI: 10.1177/1468796814546911 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1468796814546911 

 

Immigrant languages in education: The case of Slovenia 
  

Abstract 

This article deals with the question of importance of maintaining immigrant languages and 

focuses on the opportunities for immigrants in Slovenia to learn their mother tongues in school. 

It presents the legal and formal framework determining the scope for the development of 

immigrant languages within the educational system in Slovenia. It also touches upon the 

implementation of legal and formal provisions in practice and the attitudes of immigrants and 

their descendants as well as teachers toward the learning and use of immigrant languages in 

education. Research has shown that the desire among immigrants for the preservation of their 

mother tongues exists, but due to various objective and subjective reasons not much has been 

done so far to achieve this goal.We argue that the maintenance of immigrant languages is 

important and that a reconsideration of educational policy in this regard would be in place. 
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Introduction 

 

With regard to the integration of immigrants and their descendants, society’s attention, and 

often that of the immigrants themselves, is directed mainly toward mastering the language of 

the host country - little attention is paid to the learning and development of immigrant 

languages. This is the situation in Slovenia. Until now, hardly any attention has been paid to 

immigrants learning and preserving their mother tongue, be it in research1 or in the realm of 

political regulation. In recent years, the situation has shown signs of change, but only 

incrementally. Certain policies have been adopted in the field of education that focus attention 

on the creation of suitable circumstances for immigrants learning their mother tongue. 

Moreover, immigrant communities themselves, particularly the larger ones from the successor 

states of the former Yugoslavia, have begun calling upon the state to provide better conditions 

for the development of their languages (Baltić, 2010: 154; Ivanjko, 2007: 59–61). 

Due to migration flows, Slovenia is increasingly facing a growing diversity of populations with 

different ethno-linguistic origins. The social and political status of ethno-linguistic minorities 

in Slovenia differs substantially due to historical reasons and the origin of their minority status 

(traditional versus migrant minority communities). The attitudes of the majority population 

toward individual minorities and the right to preserve their ethnic identity (including language 

as a feature of this identity) also differ. Public opinion polls (Komac, 2007; Komac and 

Medvešek, 2005: 207–236; Zavratnik, 2012; Zavratnik Zimic et al., 2008) carried out in 

Slovenia show that there are differences in the understanding of language as a cultural or as 

educational right. These studies also show that the majority population does not oppose the 
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right of immigrants to use their mother tongue at home and in cultural associations, i.e. in their 

private life. Things change when the discussion on learning and using immigrant languages 

moves to the public sphere. 

The main research questions we will deal with in this article are: Why is the preservation of 

immigrant languages important? What does research say about the effects of including (or not 

including) minority languages in the educational process? How is the learning of immigrant 

languages2 implemented in Slovenia, especially in the public educational system? With respect 

to the situation in Slovenia, we will focus on the languages of the ethnic communities from the 

former Yugoslavia, the largest and the most established immigrant communities in Slovenia. 

Arguments for the learning of (and in) immigrant languages will be presented, as well as the 

current situation regarding the legal and formal framework that determines the status of these 

languages and their scope for development in the Slovenian educational system. We will also 

talk about the implementation of legal and formal provisions in practice and the attitudes of 

immigrants and their descendants toward the learning, use and status of their mother tongues in 

Slovenia. 

 

The linguistic composition of Slovenia’s population  

 

According to the 2002 census, Slovene is not the mother tongue of approximately 10% of 

Slovenia’s population, while for 3% the mother tongue is not known. This share has been 

increasing over recent decades - in overall numbers, as well as in the variety of languages. The 

main reasons for the changing linguistic composition have been migration flows (Komac and 

Medvešek, 2005: 93–118). 

After Slovenia’s independence, in spite of major political changes in the Western Balkans and 

Slovenia’s accession to the European Union, the structure of immigrant flows to Slovenia (with 

respect to country of origin) did not significantly change. The greatest number of immigrants 

still comes from the countries succeeding the former Yugoslavia, particularly Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. 

Our knowledge about the linguistic composition of Slovenia’s population is largely based on 

census results. We should bear in mind that, while population censuses offer a rich set of data, 

they do have limitations that make them contribute to the creation of a specific image of social 

reality. Census statistics classify individuals into neat categories, which assume the existence 

of a common collective identity, rather than view social links as complex and social groupings 

as situational (Kertzer and Arel, 2002: 5–6). Notwithstanding this shortcoming, the census is a 

valuable tool for the presentation of the multicultural composition of society and the basis for 

the development of language and education policies (Broeder and Extra, 1999). With each 

census since 1971, the collected data point to an increasing variety of mother tongues among 

Slovenia’s population (see Table 1). 

The advantage of past censuses was that they enabled inhabitants to declare their mother tongue 

themselves. With the transition to the register-based census in 2011, the figures regarding the 

linguistic composition of Slovenia’s population are no longer collected. We now dispose only 

of data such as the first country of residence, country of immigration, citizenship, etc. The 

classification of a certain part of the population as members of a linguistic community on the 

basis of their origin or the origin of their parents is much more problematic. More recent data 

(SORS, 2011) show that among the population of Slovenia on 1 January 2011 there were 

228,588 persons whose first residence was abroad (11% of the population). Among those, 87% 

had their first residence in the successor states of the former Yugoslavia. We can thus assume 

that in Slovenia there are a significant number of people whose mother tongue is Croatian, 

Serbian, Macedonian, Bosnian, or Albanian. 

  



 

Why is it important to nurture immigrant languages? 

 

There are a number of reasons why the preservation/learning of immigrant languages is 

important and beneficial. Proponents of preserving mother tongues of different minority ethnic 

communities cite various arguments in support of this. Some deal with language rights as 

human rights or the rights of ethnic minorities (May, 2011; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004). Some 

highlight the special importance of the mother tongue for the individual’s identity. Others stress 

the importance of education in the mother tongue, which is said to contribute to children’s better 

school performance and to their overall successful development (Cummins, 2001). Some see 

the preservation of migrant languages as an important factor in raising economic opportunities 

for individuals and society (Grin, in Skutnabb-Kangas (2004)). Hereinafter we shall pay closer 

attention to some of the above-mentioned arguments, relating them to the situation of immigrant 

languages from the territory of the former Yugoslavia in Slovenia.  

 

Table 1: Population according to mother tongue,3 censuses 1971–2002  

 

 
  



Identity aspect 

 

The link between language and ethnic identity is a widely debated topic. While primordialist 

views of ethnicity as fixed and determined by objective cultural characteristics—language 

being one of them—are today widely discarded, there are different opinions on the importance 

of language as an (ethnic) identity aspect. Some authors (e.g. Coulmas, 1992; Eastman, 1984; 

Edwards, 1985, 1994) argue that language is just a surface feature of ethnic identity, while 

others (Blackledge and Creese, 2009; Fishman, 1991; May, 2000, 2008) put forward the 

importance of identity–language links. May (2000: 373, 2008: 129), while agreeing that 

language is not an inevitable feature of ethnic identity, argues that it is nevertheless an important 

one. In our view language could in many cases be described as a very important feature of 

immigrants’ ethnic/cultural identity. When moving to a different cultural environment, 

immigrants are faced with situations where there are usually few possibilities for them to enjoy 

and nurture their culture, their way of life. They need to adjust to the different cultural norms 

and expectations of the new society, and their identity is inevitably exposed to gradual 

transformations. In such a situation language might (at least at the beginning) be the most solid 

feature of one’s identity. When everything around is new and strange, language—the mother 

tongue— may present a core foundation around and through which a person builds his self-

awareness as well as the awareness of everything around him, making sense of new 

circumstances and dealing with the challenges brought by the new cultural environment. If we 

consider a language to be a part of a person’s identity, this should justify the claim that the 

government should pay attention to mother tongue learning for immigrant children (cf Hajer 

and Meestringa, 1991: 73). According to Nowak-Fabrykowski and Shkandrij (2004: 25), the 

children of immigrants in particular, who were not born in the host country but have moved 

there should have the opportunity of preserving the ‘‘original symbolic world (based on the 

mother tongue and culture) and the simultaneous right to integrate into a new linguistic dealing 

with cultural content.’’ This is so particularly because the combination of the two symbolic 

worlds (languages and cultures) is an important element of the identity of the descendants of 

immigrants and their personal growth (Nowak-Fabrykowski and Shkandrij, 2004: 26). Later in 

the process of integration the importance of the mother tongue for immigrants might change, 

depending on the circumstances (the size of the immigrant community, the importance of the 

language as a feature of ethnic identity of that community, the immigrant community’s claims 

for the preservation of their language, the (economic) value of the language within the broader 

society, etc.). Over the course of three or more generations, immigrant ethnic minorities often 

shift to the language of the mainstream society in order to enhance their integration and social 

mobility within the host country (May, 2008: 135; cf Isajiw, 1993). They may nevertheless 

preserve their ethnic identity, as some authors argue (Eastman, 1984), but in our opinion it is 

more often the case (as presented by Kroon, 1990: 424–425) that language shift eventually leads 

to language loss and is connected to the loss of ethnic group cohesion and eventually the loss 

of ‘‘original’’ ethnic identity.  

It is difficult for a migrant minority community to maintain its language if this language does 

not have adequate social support and social, economic, and political status, and its use is limited 

to the circle of the family (Fishman, 2001). The loss of language and ethnic identity is by no 

means unproblematic, as it may seem at first glance. It can have different negative 

psychological and sociological consequences. It can lead to excessive assertion of identity 

which, as Maalouf et al. (2008: 11) write ‘‘often stems from a feeling of guilt in relation to 

one’s culture of origin, a guilt which is sometimes expressed by exacerbated religion-based 

reactions.’’ From this perspective, facilitating migrants’ access to learning their native 

languages and allowing them to maintain their linguistic and cultural dignity might also be a 

powerful antidote against fanaticism (Maalouf et al., 2008: 11). 



 

Immigrant communities from the former Yugoslavia in Slovenia express a desire to maintain 

their ethnic identity and they make requests to the government to provide opportunities for 

developing their cultural activities and learning their languages (see Baltic´ , 2010: 154). From 

this we can conclude that these communities consider language as an important part of their 

ethnic identity and that they want to keep it.  

 

Easier learning and better school achievements through bi/multilingual education 

 

Notwithstanding the importance that we ascribe to language as an identity aspect, language—

the mother tongue—plays an important role in the educational development of a child; the 

mother tongue is more than just a communicative tool. Cummins (2001: 3) writes that ‘‘[t]he 

research is very clear about the importance of bilingual children’s mother tongue for their 

overall personal and educational development.’’ It is through their mother tongue that children 

most easily acquire ‘‘the basic conceptual skills which form the basis for all future learning, be 

it linguistic in nature or not’’ (Commission of the European Communities, 1994). Trudell et al. 

(2012: 20) argue that the ‘‘[u]se of the child’s mother tongue for learning has been shown to 

accelerate the learning process significantly beyond the normal rate for schools using the 

official language as the medium of instruction.’’ Other studies (see Ball, 2011; Lutz, 2007) also 

show that the learning of the mother tongue and particularly education in the mother tongue or 

bilingual education positively affects children’s academic performance. The results of a study 

carried out by Thomas and Collier (2002) show that the longer a child is educated in his or her 

mother tongue and at the same time gradually learns another language, the better is his or her 

academic performance.  

The results of the international survey PISA 2003 (OECD, 2006) show that immigrant students 

usually under-perform in school compared to students who are native speakers, even when they 

live in comparable socioeconomic conditions. This is true also for Slovenia (Kolednik, 2010). 

The lower academic achievements of immigrant children are to a large degree ascribed to the 

bad command of the language of instruction in the host country. The demands for more efficient 

strategies of teaching the host country’s language to immigrant children are usually put forward 

with the aim of providing equal opportunities to immigrant children in education. Comparative 

international studies show that immigrant children who speak a foreign language at home 

receive lower achievement scores than other children (Schnepf, 2004: 26). Similarly, 

Kolednik’s (2010: 145) study on the academic achievements of immigrant students in Slovenia 

shows that immigrants who use Slovene in communication within their families do better than 

those who speak non-Slovene languages at home. This might lead to the conclusion that 

fostering the use of the host country’s language, even within immigrant families, is one way of 

facilitating immigrant children’s success in school. We believe that such conclusions are 

incorrect and might even be damaging for the cause. While good command of the host country’s 

language is certainly important for immigrant children, facilitating its use at the expense of the 

children’s mother tongue might not be the best solution for their overall development. None of 

the above-mentioned studies deals with the question or possibility of improving the immigrant 

children’s school results by providing them with the opportunity of studying (and being tested) 

in their mother tongue, while also intensely learning the host country’s language as a second 

language. In our opinion this would be a much better way of providing equal opportunities for 

immigrant children and the full development of their potential. 

  



 

Integration aspect 

 

One of the most important indicators that are usually considered when assessing the success of 

immigrants’ integration is their knowledge of the language of the host country. Much less 

attention is paid to the knowledge of immigrant languages. Sometimes in public discourse 

immigrant languages are seen as a source of problems and barriers to the integration process 

(Bauböck, 2002: 181), while the knowledge of the majority language is considered a source of 

enrichment and a prerequisite for integration (Extra and Yağmur, 2004: 22). Yet the goal of the 

integration process, as we understand it, should be to prepare immigrants for full participation 

in the society in which they live. As Hajer and Meestringa (1991: 73) point out, we have to take 

into account that immigrants ‘‘live within two different cultures of differing status, neither of 

which they can afford to neglect.’’ And in order to be able to participate fully in both and also 

to find a personal balance between the two, communicative competence in both the majority 

language and their native language is essential (Hajer and Meestringa, 1991: 72). Therefore in 

order to enhance the integration and full participation of immigrants in all parts of the society 

to which they belong, the host country should enable them to learn and use both languages 

without this being an obstacle to their social mobility. 

In the opinion of some researchers (e.g. Cummins, 2001; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004), proficiency 

in the mother tongue increases the ability to learn foreign languages. However, there are 

contrasting opinions about the relationship between a child’s knowledge of his or her mother 

tongue and knowledge of another language. Christensen and Stanat (2007: 2) say that the 

empirical support for the assumption that students can become proficient in a second language 

only if they are already proficient in their first language is rather weak. Tosi (2004: 2) arrived 

at a similar conclusion and pointed out that due to different degrees of bilingualism and different 

circumstances we cannot talk about the benefits of bilingualism in general, but it makes more 

sense to evaluate each bilingual situation separately. Krashen (1997: 4) draws attention to the 

fact that the greatest critics of bilingual education (e.g. Rossell and Baker, 1996), ‘‘do not claim 

that bilingual education does not work; instead, they claim there is little evidence that it is 

superior to all-English programs. Nevertheless, the evidence used against bilingual education 

is not convincing.’’4 In his overview of studies of bilingual education and criticism of them, 

Cummins (2000) also arrives at similar conclusions. By contrast, Robinson (2005: 16) points 

out the negative impacts that a lack of multilingual education has for the integration process. 

Among other things, he argues that a policy using only a mainstream or official language as the 

medium of instruction results in increased marginalization from education for those already 

suffering disadvantage (as immigrants often do). It reflects lack of respect for diversity and 

sends out strong messages of inferiority to those speaking nonmainstream languages (Robinson, 

2005: 16). 

Slovenia has a wealth of experience with bilingual education, but this is only provided for the 

Italian and Hungarian national minorities in the ethnically mixed territories (see Novak 

Lukanovič , 2000, 2010; Novak Lukanovič and Limon, 2012). Other ethnic groups, some of 

them much larger than these two minorities, do not have the possibility of bilingual education 

or education in their mother tongue. This difference is due to historical reasons—the Italian and 

Hungarian minorities coming into being as the result of borders changing after WW1 and WW2. 

In compensation, these two communities were granted a whole range of special minority rights 

on the territory where they traditionally reside. The former Yugoslav ethnic communities, on 

the other hand, settled in Slovenia as internal (mostly economic) immigrants within the then 

common state, Yugoslavia. They were never considered as national minorities and they did not 

have any special minority rights. Nevertheless, before Slovenia’s independence in 1991 there 

was one elementary school in Ljubljana with a few classes in which Serbo-Croatian was the 



language of instruction. These classes were created for, and attended by, children of parents of 

non-Slovene nationality who due to the nature of their work (for example in the military) were 

mostly temporarily settled in Slovenia—at that time a Yugoslav republic. In addition, the Serbo-

Croatian language was taught as a 1-year obligatory subject for all pupils in Slovene primary 

schools. After Slovene independence this subject and the Serbo-Croatian classes were abolished 

(Medvešek and Bešter, 2011: 228). In the last decade the conditions for learning the languages 

of the former Yugoslavia in Slovene primary schools have gradually been re-created, but in a 

different way and to a limited extent. The study of these languages is being offered in the form 

of special (optional) subjects as foreign languages in the last 3 years of elementary school. This 

model of teaching immigrant languages is not best suited to immigrants wishing to learn and 

preserve their mother tongue, as will be explained in more detail below. Nevertheless, 

reinclusion of these languages in the educational system represents a small, positive step in 

confirming the value of immigrants’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

 

Economic aspects 

 

Economic participation and success are often important factors guiding a person’s behavior in 

society. This also relates to the use of language. In many cases immigrants shift to the majority 

language in order to succeed in the mainstream society. 

As Kroon (1990: 424–425) writes, 

 

the general tendency seems to be that as soon as members of ethnic minority groups 

reach a certain level of proficiency in the dominant language they start using it, also in 

intraethnic communication. Then the ethnic group language [. . .] passes into disuse and 

the shift to the dominant language takes place. 

 

This, as Kroon (1990: 425) puts it, ‘‘seems to be the price immigrant ethnic minority groups 

have to pay for social mobility in the dominant society.’’ But this does not necessarily need to 

be the case since the knowledge of the ethnic minority language might also be seen as an asset 

in the economic field. The ability to be fluent in a number of languages opens up additional 

opportunities in education and in professional development, as well as improving an 

individual’s opportunities in the labor market. Authors studying the value of linguistic 

competence in several languages list various ‘‘market and nonmarket values’’ of multilingual 

competence (for a review see Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004). For example, Franc，ois Grin (in 

Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004: 15–16) differentiates between market and nonmarket values of 

multilingual competence for private and social purposes. If at this point we consider only 

market values, Grin (in Skutnabb-Kangas, 2004: 16) lists the following examples of private 

market values: ‘‘1. net earnings differentials; 2. wider choice of jobs; 3. more interesting jobs; 

4. access to lower prices; and 5. quicker/cheaper access to information.’’ These are some of the 

individual benefits of multilingualism, but it also has a value for societies. Speaking of social 

market benefits in terms of the relationship between creativity, innovation, and investment, 

Skutnabb-Kangas (2004: 16) argues that high levels of multilingualism can enhance creativity 

whereas homogenization of various kinds is a market handicap. Multilingualism can also open 

up more possibilities for foreign exchange, benefiting the whole society. Promotion of 

immigrant languages in this respect presents not solely a linguistic market value, but brings 

along additional benefits, with immigrants knowing not only the language of their country of 

origin, but also the cultural patterns (norms, customs, values, etc.).  

It might be argued that from the economic point of view not all languages are equally important 

and worth promoting, so let us take a look at the situation in Slovenia with regard to the 

languages of immigrants from the former Yugoslavia. The countries of the former Yugoslavia 



present important business regions for Slovenia. Taken together, the share of Slovene exports 

to these countries, although  declining in recent years, still represents more than 10% of total 

Slovene exports (data for 2013 (SORS, 2014)). Slovenia exports more to only Germany and 

Italy. As was recently stated at a meeting of Slovene and Serbian entrepreneurs in Ljubljana, 

one of the biggest obstacles for good economic cooperation between Slovenia and the countries 

of the former Yugoslavia is nowadays the language barrier (Žurnal24.si, 2014). From the 

economic point of view, it is thus irrational to allow the knowledge of the mother tongues of 

immigrants from the former Yugoslavia to be forgotten, which is what happens sooner or later 

when a language is not used. Looking from the viewpoint of encouraging bilingualism, 

investment in the preservation and improvement of the knowledge of the immigrants’ mother 

tongues is probably smaller than that in the learning of other languages.  

 

Immigrant language learning in Slovenia 

 

The rest of this paper will be devoted to an analysis and presentation of the situation regarding 

the teaching and learning of immigrant languages in Slovenia. For the reasons already 

mentioned, particular attention will be paid to the languages of the immigrant communities 

from the former Yugoslavia.  

 

Some methodological aspects of the research  

 

The case study of immigrant languages in Slovenia is based on analysis of the relevant 

legislation and other documents that represent the legal foundations for education in Slovenia, 

and on an analysis of the empirical data collected in two studies: Perceptions of Slovenia’s 

Integration Policy I—PSIP I (2002–2004), and Integration of Third-Country Nationals in 

Slovenia—ITCNS (2008–2009).5 In both studies, we dealt with situations and problems faced 

by immigrants and their descendants in the integration process. We also discussed the attitudes 

of immigrants and their descendants to the use and learning of their mother tongues. By 

analyzing the results of these studies (which have used different research methods) we pursue 

a pluralistic, methodological approach (see Della Porta and Keating, 2008).  

In the PSIP I, which was based on a quantitative approach, a sample was created that included 

members of all the ethnic communities from the former Yugoslavia in Slovenia. Thus, the 

sampling frame necessary for carrying out probability sampling was defined as the inhabitants 

of the Republic of Slovenia who, after Slovenia gained its independence, submitted an 

application for Slovene citizenship. The sample included 1163 survey participants, among 

whom 62.6% were immigrants who had moved to Slovenia when they were over 15, and 37.4% 

were the descendants of immigrants. A structured questionnaire which included 94 questions, 

mainly of a closed type, was used. The survey participants were asked to fill in a questionnaire 

sent to them by post, asking about their inclusion in different areas of everyday life, including 

school, and about their attitude to language.  

In the ITCNS study we analyzed the integration process of immigrants focusing on two aspects: 

the perceptions of immigrants and the attitude of the majority population toward immigrants. 

We conducted 22 in-depth, semistructured interviews with immigrants who had immigrated to 

Slovenia between 1992 and 2008. The sample was created using the nonrandom snowball 

method. The attitude of the majority population was assessed through additional interviews and 

focus groups with selected populations from the field of health, education, and public 

administration that are in direct everyday contact with immigrants. In the field of education, we 

carried out two focus groups—one in a primary school and one in a secondary school. In 

addition, we conducted individual interviews with senior civil servants at the Ministry of 

Education, Science and Sport (MESS), who create educational policy.  



 

Legal provisions for learning immigrant languages in the educational system 

 

The possibility of learning their mother tongue for children whose mother tongue is not Slovene 

is guaranteed by Slovenia’s legislation. The Elementary School Act (Article 8) states that  

 

[f]or the children who reside in the Republic of Slovenia and whose mother tongue is 

not Slovene, [...] lessons in Slovene language and culture shall be organized upon their 

inclusion in elementary school, and in cooperation with the countries of origin, also 

lessons in their mother tongue and culture.  

 

These legal provisions refer both to children who are Slovene citizens and those who are not. 

In contrast, the provision which has since 2008 guaranteed the financing of the teaching of the 

(non-Slovene) mother tongue in primary and secondary schools from the state budget refers 

only to children who are foreign citizens (Article 81 of the Organization and Financing of 

Education Act).  

Teaching immigrant children their mother tongue is also encouraged by the Strategy of the 

Inclusion of Immigrant Children, Pupils and Students in the Education System in the Republic 

of Slovenia, adopted in 2007. Two years later, measures for encouraging the learning of the 

mother tongue were envisaged in the Guidelines for the Education of Immigrant Children in 

Nurseries and Schools (National Education Institute of the Republic of Slovenia, 2009) and in 

2012 in the Guidelines for the Inclusion of Immigrant Children in Nurseries and Schools 

(National Education Institute of the Republic of Slovenia, 2012). In 2011, a new White Paper 

on Education in the Republic of Slovenia (Ministry of Education and Sport, 2011) was adopted, 

which again supported the idea of pupils and students whose mother tongue is not Slovene 

learning their mother tongue. Schools should offer the learning of immigrant languages in the 

form of elective subjects within a specific curriculum (Ministry of Education and Sport, 2011: 

34). In addition, language lessons in Slovene schools should include (along with intercultural 

and multilingual awareness), in a suitable fashion, the languages that are not a part of the 

curriculum but are present in the pupils’ environment, e.g. their mother tongue (Ministry of 

Education and Sport, 2011: 34–35). The need to encourage the  learning of immigrant mother 

tongues and other languages of minorities is also recognized in the Resolution on the National 

Program for Language Policy 2014– 2018 (Resolucija o Nacionalnem programu za jezikovno 

politiko 2014–2018, 2013), which says that, with regard to the languages of minorities and 

immigrants, Slovene policy is based on the assumption that a well-developed linguistic 

proficiency in the first language is one of the fundamental conditions for the development of 

language proficiency in Slovene. But no specific measures to provide immigrants with an 

opportunity to develop fluency in their mother tongue have yet been drawn up. In spite of this, 

we can say that at the political and legal level, Slovenia supports the teaching and learning of 

the mother tongue of those children whose mother tongue is not Slovene. But what is the 

situation in practice?  

 

Implementation of the legislative provisions 

 

There are different models of integrating an immigrant language into the school system (see 

Christensen and Stanat, 2007: 4). The model practiced in Slovenia can be labeled ‘‘immersion.’’ 

Its characteristic is that the teaching of immigrant languages is not given special attention—

immigrant students are taught in the regular classroom and they receive (or not) some additional 

instruction aimed at increasing proficiency in the language of instruction over a limited period 

of time (Christensen and Stanat, 2007: 4).  



Organized teaching of immigrant languages in Slovene schools is the exception rather than the 

rule and it does not have an established and systemically determined form. At first glance, this 

is justifiable from financial and the organizational points of view. The objection often heard is 

that it is difficult to ensure the teaching of so many immigrant languages within the educational 

system. Such an argument, as Robinson (2005: 17) argues, reflects a view ‘‘that language 

diversity is a problem to be solved, rather than an asset to be used’’ and that ‘‘some language 

communities are more important than others.’’ This is the ‘‘perspective of the national official, 

member of the elite, and not that of the local communities with their daily communication 

patterns’’ (Robinson, 2005: 17).  

Even when we agree in principle that bilingual education is in the best interests of every 

immigrant child, in practice the implementation of this principle brings about various 

organizational challenges. The question of where to draw a line and what preconditions have to 

be met for a migrant language to be included in the educational system remains open. 

Nevertheless, we argue that it is definitely important and necessary to evaluate and consider the 

knowledge of other languages possessed by immigrant children and recognize this knowledge 

as an asset rather than a hindrance. It is also necessary to at least explore the possibility of 

enabling immigrant communities to learn their mother tongues in school. In particular when 

these communities themselves express demands for this, as is the case with the communities 

from the former Yugoslavia in Slovenia.  

Immigrant language lessons in Slovenia today take three forms. Children can learn the 

languages voluntarily, in their free time within cultural societies organized by immigrant 

communities. We do not have data on how many immigrant communities organize language 

courses and how many children attend them. Baltić (2010: 155) argues that ‘‘[e]xperience with 

independently organized mother tongue learning has shown that it is difficult to ensure outside 

the school system a largescale response from the children.’’  

Children can also learn immigrant languages as an extracurricular activity in school, which is 

also voluntary and takes place in pupils’ free time. In the school year 2012/13, extracurricular 

Albanian, Bosnian, Croatian, Dutch, German, Macedonian, Russian, and Serbian lessons took 

place at 11 primary schools in Slovenia and were attended by 275 children (Bronka Štraus, 

2013, personal communication). For a number of years, the MESS has supported the 

implementation of extracurricular classes in the mother tongues and cultures of the children of 

immigrants in primary schools, and also for the last few years in secondary schools. Funds for 

this are provided by the Ministry and the country of origin of the language, as well as the parents 

of the students who attend these lessons. The country whose language is taught and/or parents 

pay the teacher. The Ministry provides an annual lump sum per student attending extracurricular 

classes.  

In recent years, primary schools have also been offering immigrant language lessons in the 

shape of compulsory elective subjects within regular classes in grades 7–9. The elective 

language subjects are aimed at all the pupils, not just children of immigrants. Data about the 

number of pupils who chose a foreign language as their elective subject show that between the 

school years 2005/06 and 2012/13 the number of children has fallen. The reasons for this 

decline should be further examined. One of the reasons for a lower interest of immigrant 

children in these subjects might be the fact that immigrant languages are in this case taught as 

foreign languages and, as noted by Požgaj-Hadži and Balažic-Bulc (2005: 38), ‘‘the teachers 

teaching this subject are in no way trained for teaching native speakers.’’  

In the recent past, many schools did not even consider lessons in immigrant languages. They 

claim there was no interest, that they received no suggestions from parents or children, and 

lacked suitable teaching personnel even if such suggestions had arisen. Head teachers believe 

that pupils are much more interested in learning the ‘‘world’’ languages, such as English, 



French, and Spanish, while the ‘‘Yugoslav’’ languages are not as attractive to them (Komac et 

al., 2007: 229–230). 

 

Perceptions of immigrants, their descendants and of teachers about lessons in immigrant 

languages 

 

The aim of the surveys we carried out was to establish where immigrants and their descendants 

learned their mother tongue, how good their knowledge of the language was, what were their 

wishes with regard to the preservation of their mother tongue, and what was their readiness to 

learn their mother tongue formally, be it in school or on courses outside school. We were also 

interested in the teachers’ attitudes to teaching immigrant mother tongues.  

In the PSIP I survey we asked immigrants and their descendants where they had learned their 

mother tongue. The highest proportion of immigrants had learned it at home (63.5%) or at 

school in the country of origin (43.4%). The highest proportion of the descendants of 

immigrants had also learned their mother tongue at home (75.9%). The ITCNS survey 

confirmed the finding that immigrant children usually learn their mother tongue at home, from 

their parents. Some participants in the survey told us that they often talked to their children in 

their mother tongue, as that was frequently the only situation and environment in which children 

could learn it.  

The majority of the 1163 participants in the PSIP I survey (55%) replied positively to the 

question as to whether it would be good if the children learned their mother tongue. Only 14% 

of the participants maintained that it was not necessary and that knowledge of Slovene was 

more important. At the same time, 27% of the survey participants thought that knowledge of 

world languages such as English or German was more important and that, instead of their 

mother tongue, the children should learn those. It should be emphasized here that among the 

participants from the younger generation (up to the age of 30) the proportion of those who 

supported the learning of the mother tongue was as high as 70%. Learning the mother tongue 

was supported by a higher proportion of participants with higher levels of education.  

The PSIP I participants were also asked about their views on the most suitable way the children 

whose mother tongue is not Slovene should be taught their mother tongue. A third of survey 

participants (33%) thought that children could learn the language at home. Half the participants 

believed that children should have an opportunity to learn a (non-Slovene) mother tongue at 

school, either in the form of an elective subject within the regular program (22%) or as an 

extracurricular activity (27%). Eleven percent were of the opinion that children should learn 

immigrant languages within the framework of societies organized by immigrant communities. 

Two percent of the participants advocated the establishment of ethnic schools. The possibility 

of bilingual schooling was not offered as an option in the questionnaire so we cannot asses the 

immigrants’ attitudes toward this form of mother-tongue learning.  

Frequently—as shown also by the findings of the PSIP I—the descendants of immigrants have 

fairly well-developed listening and speaking skills in their mother tongue, but do not have such 

good writing skills. Many are motivated to learn and improve their language proficiency. A 

desire among a large proportion of immigrants and their descendants to learn or improve their 

mother tongue has also been noted by other studies in Slovenia (Požgaj-Hadži and Medica, 

1997; Žitnik Serafin, 2008: 149). In view of this, the limited interest shown by pupils in learning 

these languages in the form of elective subjects or extracurricular activities in school might at 

a first glance seem surprising. However, the decision to learn their mother tongue in school 

depends not only on the personal wishes of pupils and their parents, but is strongly connected 

to other, external factors, such as peer pressure, stigmatization of the language,6 etc. Moreover, 

we should not neglect the fact that among the most important factors for integration into the 

Slovene society immigrants and their descendants mentioned: knowledge of Slovene, 



employment, and acquiring Slovene citizenship. Thus, it is not unusual that among immigrants 

and their descendants there are also some who do not feel a need for the formal learning of their 

mother tongue and are convinced that children learn it sufficiently at home or within the 

framework of the immigrant community (society, church, etc.), while in school they give 

priority to learning Slovene and other (world) languages. The PSIP I also shows that such a 

standpoint is supported by a higher proportion of those with a lower level of education, while 

support for learning mother tongues increases with the level of education.  

It is worth mentioning here that the discrepancy between the majority of immigrants and their 

descendants who expressed a desire to learn the mother tongue and the small proportion of 

those who actually did something for the preservation of their language is characteristic not 

only of Slovenia. Surveys elsewhere have observed a similar situation (Glenn and De Jong, 

1996: 251; Nusche et al., 2010: 36). Immigrants in Slovenia are not offered an opportunity for 

mother-tongue-based bilingual education. Nevertheless, they have the opportunity to learn their 

mother tongue either as an extracurricular activity or (for some immigrant languages) as an 

elective subject within the regular school program, though only in the last cycle of primary 

school and as a foreign language. This does not guarantee immigrant pupils all the advantages 

brought by education in the mother tongue mentioned at the beginning of this article. It is 

therefore understandable that, in this situation, immigrants prefer to learn other, world 

languages, because they see a greater benefit. We could also say that neither parents nor children 

nor, in fact, teachers are acquainted with the advantages of learning and being educated in the 

mother tongue, and consequently cannot make an informed decision about the greatest benefit 

for the children. Our research has shown that there is a desire for the preservation of immigrant 

mother tongues, but due to the lack of information on the importance of a mother tongue and 

the lack of available possibilities for learning, let alone being educated in it, many immigrants 

and their descendants have in a way accepted the existing situation and shifted to the language 

of the mainstream society. As Robinson (2005: 17) argues, ‘‘multilingual approaches must be 

shown to be feasible and to work—nobody wants to buy into something they have never seen 

or perhaps do not believe possible.’’ 

The study carried out during the drawing up of the White Paper on Education in Slovenia 

showed that most surveyed teachers and parents did not see a need for the organization of 

additional lessons in the mother tongues of immigrant children (Ministry of Education and 

Sport, 2011: 139). The ITCNS survey reached similar conclusions. There are individual 

teachers at some schools who try hard to include immigrant languages and knowledge about 

the culture of immigrant children into regular lessons in different subjects. This is certainly 

welcome from the viewpoint of encouraging children’s positive self-image and self-respect, but 

cannot replace learning the mother tongue or being educated in it. 

Reasons often given for not organizing lessons in the immigrant mother tongues are financial 

and organizational problems, and the lack of suitable personnel. The situation differs from 

school to school, depending on which language is at stake. Some teachers also perceive the use 

of the mother tongue by immigrant children as an obstacle to learning Slovene. However, 

studies and the academic literature do not support this belief (Paneque, 2006: 1). Some teachers 

advocate the use of the official (host country’s) language instead of the immigrants’ mother 

tongues in their communication at home. Paneque (2006: 171) argues that such advice to 

immigrant families is misguided and—though well intended—stems from misunderstandings 

about the nature of bilingualism and the process of language acquisition. Building on her advice, 

we could recommend that, instead of telling immigrant families to stop using their native 

languages and speak only the language of the host country, immigrants should be offered 

enough and adequate opportunities for language and cognitive development in both languages 

(Paneque, 2006: 173).  

  



 

Concluding thoughts 

 

A mother tongue is more than a means by which individuals communicate with the world 

around them. Through this language, individuals learn about the world, they develop a way of 

thinking and expressing their thoughts and feelings. The mother tongue is very much tied to the 

culture to which it belongs and represents an important element of an individual’s identity. Its 

preservation and development among immigrants and their descendants involves not only the 

preservation of the language as a means of communication, but also the preservation and 

affirmation of the individual’s identity, the facilitation of maximum cognitive development and 

use of the individual’s potential, and—as some research indicates—also the encouragement for 

quicker and easier learning of foreign languages.  

Slovenia’s current language policy supports in principle the preservation of immigrant 

languages in individual fields (education, culture); it offers legal guarantees for the formal 

possibility of learning and using the immigrant languages; but in spite of this, the legal 

protection of immigrant languages is much weaker in comparison to the legal protection of the 

linguistic rights of the traditional ethnic minorities. In addition, the actual realization of this 

right for immigrants in practice is relatively weak. Immigrants and their descendants who, at a 

personal level—as shown by our empirical research—support and express the need to learn 

their mother tongue, prefer to learn other foreign languages within the educational system, or 

strive toward learning Slovene as soon and as well as possible. The reasons for this are complex, 

from stigmatization of certain immigrant languages to the fact that the current opportunities for 

learning immigrant languages in the educational system are not offered in an appropriate 

manner. A certain proportion of the public and a considerable number of teachers still view the 

encouragement of the learning, preserving and developing of immigrant languages as an 

obstacle to successful integration.  In this article we have presented some arguments that 

highlight the importance and advantages of immigrants learning their mother tongue and 

especially of being educated in it (while simultaneously learning the language of the host 

country). We are well aware that there is no agreement on this subject and that there are different 

objections raised by the opponents of bilingual education, ranging from the nonvalidity of the 

research that shows the favorable results of bilingual education to the nonfeasibility of its 

implementation in practice (too expensive, too many different languages, not enough teachers, 

etc.). Nevertheless, we argue that no analysis has been carried out in Slovenia that would 

explore the costs and benefits of bilingual education for immigrant children. Considering the 

fact that there are visible negative effects of the current educational policy that does not provide 

the equality of opportunities for immigrant children we believe it would be worthwhile 

exploring the possibility of a change of policy, including the consideration of introducing 

bilingual education for immigrant children. In addition to this, it would be good if more 

attention were given to providing information to the public— the majority society, as well as 

immigrants and their descendants—about the wider importance and (practical) value of 

immigrant languages. We believe that, not only immigrant communities, but the whole society 

could profit from multilingual education and the preservation of immigrant languages. A 

reconsideration of educational policy might also add to the discussion on the existing policy of 

differentiation between traditional and immigrant communities that at least with regard to 

language issues appears to be obsolete and does not provide adequate answers to the increasing 

linguistic diversity in the country. 

  



 

Notes 

1. The few texts that touch upon this theme are: Ivanjko, 2007; Komac et al., 2007; Kržišnik-

Bukić, 2011; Medvešek and Bešter, 2010; Roter, 2007; Sinjur et al., 2012; Vižintin, 2010. 

2. The terms ‘‘immigrant languages’’ and ‘‘languages of immigrants’’ in this article mean the 

mother tongues of people who have moved to Slovenia from other countries and their 

descendants living in Slovenia. 

3. In the census methodology, the mother tongue was defined as the language a person learned 

in early childhood within the framework of the family or other primary environment. If a person 

has learned a number of languages in early childhood, the mother tongue is the one the person 

considers to be his or her mother tongue (SORS, 2002). 

4. For more on this, see Krashen, 1996. 

5. More information about these surveys can be found in research reports, scholarly articles, 

and other publications that were written on the basis of the results of these surveys (e.g. Komac, 

2007; Komac et al., 2007; Medvešek and Bešter, 2010). 

6. Due to the similarities of the languages of Croats, Serbs, Muslims, and Montenegrins in the 

former Yugoslavia the so-called Serbo-Croatian language was considered a common language 

of the majority of the Yugoslav population and it had privileged status in the school system as 

well as in other public domains. After Slovenia’s independence the Serbo-Croatian language in 

Slovenia was stigmatized, representing all the unwanted elements of the former country that 

Slovenia wished to leave. And the negative image of this language was transferred to all the 

languages that emerged from it and were later standardized as official languages of the newly 

formed countries in the territory of the former Yugoslavia (Kržišnik-Bukić , 2011: 128). 
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