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Abstract

The Slovak Republic is a country of permanent or temporary residence for many nations and ethnic groups.
The dominant language in schools is Slovak and although members of national minorities have the legal
right to be educated in their mother tongue, this is not the case. The most controversial group is children
from marginalised Roma communities, whose mother tongue is different from that of the majority society.
The different living conditions that characterise their environment and the high degree of segregation from
the majority affect their cultural experience. When entering institutionalised education, they face failure
and misunderstanding. The complex language of school can affect their adaptation to school, as well as
their success. Statistics show that these children often repeat the first year of school. Based on these facts,
we decided to investigate the nature of language, which, according to sociocultural theory, is a fundamental
determinant of a pupil's cognitive development. The object of analysis is the textbooks for the first two
years of primary education. We aim to identify the most frequent words in the written lessons and to assess
their potential comprehensibility from the perspective of children living in marginalised Roma
communities. The results indicate the validity of the basic thesis of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu's
theory of cultural reproduction. It seems that the dependence of school performance on the socioeconomic
situation of the pupil's family, which has been repeatedly demonstrated in PISA measurements, may be
related to the inability of the school to adapt the language to the needs of children whose linguistic code is
underdeveloped. The research findings provide a basis for the development of an effective language
programme for the acquisition of Slovak as a second language and call for the development of a
comprehensive national strategy for the language support of children with a different mother tongue.

Keywords: Different first language, primary education, cultural reproduction theory, inclusive education,
learning tasks.

1. Introduction

Slovakia is one of the smaller countries in terms of size and population. Less than 5.5 million
inhabitants live on approximately 49 thousand kmz2. Historical border shifts as well as intensive migration
have made Slovakia a multicultural country, which has become a place of permanent or temporary residence
for many nations and ethnic groups. According to the latest Slovak Population and Housing Census, the
population is composed of at least 29 different nationalities, and at least 26 language groups have been
identified in terms of mother tongue use. The dominant language of the school is Slovak (SU, SR, 2021).
In the school year 2023/24, 93 % of primary school students were educated in the Slovak language (CVTI,
2024). Children of Hungarian, German, Ukrainian, and Ruthenian nationalities have the opportunity to
learn in their mother tongue. The greatest controversy is caused by the unresolved issue of education of
Roma children who do not have the opportunity to learn in their native Romani language. However, Roma
is the preferred language in almost 50% of Roma communities. Only 35% speak Slovak at home (Ravasz,
Kovéacs, & Markovi¢, 2020). The educational paths of Roma children are in many ways locked and, in
many cases, very short.

1.1. Equality of educational opportunities from the perspective of Roma children

According to qualified estimates, 417,000 Roma live in Slovakia, which represents 7.6% of the
total population. Roma is not a homogeneous group, even in terms of their social situation. The fact is that
half of them experience some type of spatial segregation - 14% live in isolation outside the village, in
so-called settlements. Another 36% live in gated communities on the periphery of villages (Ravasz, Kovacs,
& Markovic, 2020). The issue of education of Roma children from socially excluded backgrounds is very
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complex. It cannot be satisfactorily analysed within the scope of this paper. However, for a deeper
understanding of this study, it is necessary to point out several facts:

1. The educational level of the Roma population is generally low. The highest incidence of people
with incomplete education or only primary education is in those regions of Slovakia where the
Roma population lives (Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, 2024).

2. Generations of Roma children from marginalised communities (hereafter MRC) have not been
adequately included in preschool education programmes. While the overall enrolment rate for
children aged 3-5 years was 75% in the 2018/19 school year, it was only 32% in the MRC setting
(Hellebrandt et al, 2020). Several barriers contribute to the low attendance of these children
(Vancikova, 2019a), which have not been fully eliminated even after the adoption of the law on
compulsory pre-primary education for all 5-year-olds in 2021.

3. A large group of Roma children from the MRC do not meet the school readiness criteria at the
schooling threshold, as a result, they repeat a grade in the first years of schooling (Vanéikova,
2019b).

4. School failure will accompany them for years to come. A significant group of these pupils do not
continue their studies in secondary school. The proportion of pupils who complete compulsory
schooling and do not continue their education is significantly higher in socially disadvantaged
groups than in the rest of the population (Hellebrandt et al, 2020).

5. Higher education is more of a rarity in these communities. According to older data, only 0.14% of
all Roma living in rural areas have achieved higher than secondary education (MusSinka,
& Matlovicova, 2015).

1.2. Education of Roma children from the perspective of respecting their linguistic rights

Although the Education Act N0.245/2008 Coll. (§12) states that members of national groups have
the right to education and education in their language, a large group of children in Slovakia are educated in
a language other than their mother tongue or are in the situation of acquiring another language and learning
in it at the same time. In terms of the application of linguistic human rights, subdimensional, so-called' sink
or swim' programmes are applied to children of several minorities in Slovakia (cf. Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000).
Pupils entering the school from a foreign language background are forced to acquire the language of the
school, which represents the language of the majority society, literary Slovak. Children from the MRC
mostly encounter this form of language only while watching television or playing games at a school run by
older children (Kubénik, 2015). For them, entering school is not only an encounter with a new linguistic
reality but also with a new approach to language learning. In the home environment, language acquisition
occurred in natural communicative situations that they experienced or were part of. At pre-school age, they
acquired Romani, the local dialect of Slovak and other languages spoken in their primary environment.
Thus, they became bilingual or plurilingual naturally, without learning vocabulary, correcting, etc. The
school approaches language learning in a radically different way. The basis is targeted language education
through learning individual concepts and grammatical rules, which contradict natural and unguided
acquisition (Hajska, 2015). Thus, these learners have to acquire not only a new language but also a new
form of learning. The school expects every pupil entering its grounds to know the rules of behaviour and
communication, or to understand the language they are being taught. It does not respect the diversity that
is natural as each pupil comes from a different background. It demands uniformity and thus creates barriers
that pupils from poor backgrounds find difficult to overcome.

1.3. Linguistic competence capital of children from excluded localities

The main thesis of the Theory of Cultural Reproduction by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu
is that the school, as a social institution, should contribute to the levelling of social inequalities. However,
it does just the opposite, widening the gap and applying the Matthew effect®. It privileges those who have
acquired skills, tastes, or ways of spending time - the cultural capital of the middle and upper social classes.
It presents the values of these parts of society as the most perfect, universal ones and demands them from
everyone who wants to participate in its education (Prokop, 2005). Acquisition of the cultural capital of the
majority is impossible for children from segregated Roma settlements because their contact with the
majority happens rarely, if at all. Thus, they continue to live in a space where they have been revolving in
the same circle of poverty for several generations, with low educational levels and ingrained patterns of
behaviour that are undesirable and judged as insufficient in the school environment. Linguistic capital is an
important part of cultural capital. In both spoken and written form, the school speaks to all pupils in the
same language, which may not be comprehensible to them. The British sociologist Basil Bernstein in his

1 Matthew 25:29: "For whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what they
have will be taken from them..«
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sociolinguistic theory demonstrated that the social conditions of life create at least two forms of language
use: a limited language code typical of lower social classes and a developed language code characteristic
of middle and upper social classes (Prokop, 2005). The language of the school speaks to children with a
developed linguistic code. It is not mentioned that children bring with them different cultural and linguistic
capital from their home environment. The latter also influences parents' contact with teachers. Parents in
the lower social classes do not feel competent enough to communicate with teachers. They are
uncomfortable communicating with teachers and believe that school is separate from home. In their
perception, education is the responsibility of teachers, so they avoid contact with the school (Dumais, 2006).
Their limited cultural experience and language code affect their competence capital, which reflects their
competence in social communication and orientation to socially relevant topics (Vanéikova, 2011).
Therefore, schools should take into account the cultural and linguistic background of each child and adjust
their approach to education accordingly.

1.4. Research problem and objective of the study

The previous section highlights that the education system in the Slovak Republic does not cater
for all children. Children from poverty-stricken foreign language backgrounds face issues such as poor
educational performance and early school leaving, which raises concerns about the conditions in schools.
Therefore, we have decided to investigate the language teaching tasks in textbooks for the first and second
years of primary education. Our objective is to identify the most used words and evaluate their potential
clarity for children living in MRC.

2. Methods

The research set consisted of textbooks for the first and second years of primary education?, which
have the so-called clause of the Ministry of Education. Therefore, they are among the state-supported
teaching resources used by many primary schools. The subject of the analysis was 6 textbooks and
workbooks for the 1st grade, in which 1735 statements of the nature of the teaching instructions were
recorded. For Grade 2, we analysed 7 textbooks and workbooks in which we identified 4231 statements.
The initial transcript created a corpus with a total of 5966 teaching assignments.

The analysis was carried out in cooperation with the Ludovit Star Institute of Linguistics of the
Slovak Academy of Sciences using the tools MorphoDiTa, NoSketch Engine, Charcount and tools Sort,
Grep, Uniq of the UNIX system. The analysis consisted of several steps:

1. Morphological analysis.
Words have been sorted into 4 categories — nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs.

2. Frequency analysis.
In each category, frequency lists have been created based on which we can judge the frequency of
occurrence of individual words in the learning resources.

3. Comparative analysis 1.

Identification of vocabulary specifics when comparing grades (comparison of 1st- and 2nd-grade

textbooks) and specifics when comparing vocabulary within subjects (Mathematics, Slovak

language, Natural Science). The result of the analysis is the so-called unique vocabulary, which is
found only in one set (for example, only in mathematics textbooks, etc.)
4. Comparative analysis 2.

Identification of common vocabulary for monitored categories (e.g. what words can be found in

all first-grade textbooks, etc.)

The analysis of the vocabulary of textbooks was the starting point for the next step, identifying the
so-called challenging words. In the context of our research goal, we understand as a challenging word any
word that potentially falls outside the scope of the cultural or competence capital of a child living in
conditions of social exclusion. The starting set for identifying such words was a set of the most frequent
words in four categories: 1) verbs, 2) nouns, 3) adjectives, and 4) adverbs. The condition for the inclusion
of the word in the sample set was its occurrence in textbooks of all subjects (so-called common vocabulary).

2 Compulsory school education in Slovakia begins at the age of 6. Children who do not meet school readiness criteria may have their
school attendance postponed and start school a year later. Thus, in the classes of the 1st and 2nd grades of primary education we find
children aged 6-8 years.
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3. Results

As can be seen in Table 1, we identified several challenging words in each word type. There were
13 words in the verbs category, 14 words in the nouns category, 6 words in the adjectives category, and 3
words in the adverbs group. The words were identified based on a study of the social and linguistic
background of children with MRC living in the Slovak Republic. The words in the table are also given in
their original form because the English translation does not capture their essence in the Slovak language.

Table 1. Frequent common vocabulary in mathematics, Slovak language, and primary school textbooks with
identified challenging words.

Part of Speech Vocabulary

Verbs byt (be), doplnit’ (fill in), mat’ (have), vyfarbit’® (colour), zapisat’ (write down),
pozorovat’ (observe), zistit’ (find out), vyzna¢it’ (mark), nakreslit’ (draw), vytvorit’
(create), najst’ (find), vymysliet' (invent), dokreslit’ (complete the drawing), pomdct’
(help), napisat’ (write to), moct’ (able), preéitat’ (read), zdoévodnit’ (rationale), povedat’
(say), pokusit® (try), porozpravat' (talk), pomenovat’ (name) , dopisat’ (complete),
vypisat’ (write out), urobit’ (to do)

Nouns ¢islo (number), poéet (count), priklad (problem), tloha (task), bod

(point), vysledok (result), pastelka (crayon) , vzor (pattern), tabul’ka (chart), znak
(sign), kocka (cube), farba (color), dvojica (couple), rad (row), veta (sentence),
spoluziak (classmate), rastlina (plant), zivo¢ich (animal), informéacia (information),
¢lovek (human), pléska (spot), voda (water), slovo (word), obrazok (picture), pismeno
(letter), pribeh (story), nazov (title), cast’ (part), meno (name), odpoved’ (answer), otdzka
(question)

Adjectives vel’ky (big), rovnaky (same), spravny (correct), ¢erveny (red), modry (blue), zeleny
(green), slovny (verbal), dalsi (next), PubovePny (random), zlty (yellow), rézny
(various), pravdivy (true), prazdny (empty), jednotlivy (single), spolo¢ny (common),
novy (new), stary (old), potrebny (necessary), podobny (similar), vhodny (suitable)
Adverbs spolu (together), dlho (long time), doma (at home), este (yet), najskér (first), podobne
(similarly), postupne (gradually), potom (after), pozorne (carefully), rovnako (same),
spolo¢ne (in common), spravne (correctly), teraz (now), treba (be necessary), uz (already)
Note: Difficult words are highlighted with a bolt.

4. Discussion

Based on the results of the content analysis of textbooks of the first and second year of school
education, we can establish the assumption that there are teaching instructions with the so-called difficult
words, which pose a problem for Roma children who use Romani in the home environment and at the same
time live in conditions of poverty and social exclusion. This assumption will be verified in the next phase
of the research through interviews with them. We aim to find out how they understand the difficult words
and to identify any misconceptions in their grasp. The results of the research are intended to be the impetus
for setting up support for children whose language rights are violated and against whom subdirective,
so-called "sink or swim™ programmes are applied. We believe that improving the school readiness of these
children, as well as reducing the risk of their school failure, depends on the existence of quality programmes
for the acquisition or improvement of Slovak. At the same time, teachers must be competent to work with
this group of children, which inevitably involves understanding their life situation and recognising the
competence capital with which they enter school.

5. Conclusion

It turns out that even though we live in the 21st century, Bourdieu's theory of cultural reproduction
and his critique of the school are still valid. Despite deepening social differences, the school continues to
use a language that is more likely to be understood by children whose cultural capital is compatible with
that of the school. In a country with a large group of socially disadvantaged children, it is, therefore,
necessary to present research arguments that can not only initiate dialogue on the subject but also develop
comprehensive methodological support for teachers who work with this group of children.
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