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Over the past years, Slovene-medium kindergartens and primary schools in
the region Friuli Venezia Giulia (FVG) have been trying to curb the trend of
deteriorating linguistic skills among pupils by improving teaching methods,
adjusting teaching contents, and developing teaching skills. The result of such
efforts is not promising and the linguistic skills in the Slovene language con-
tinue to deteriorate from one generation of minority youth to the next. The pa-
per presents the results of a recent preliminary study on the challenges faced
by the aforementioned educational institutions, based on in-depth interviews
and focus groups with teachers. The study seems to suggest that the adopted
approach, which focuses primarily on ‘linguistic’ or ‘didactic’ issues, might be
far too constrained to bring about the desired results, and a wider, contextual
approach should be adopted to improve linguistic skills.
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Introduction

Slovene-medium kindergartens and primary schools in the region Friuli
Venezia Giulia (FVG) form the core of the Slovene minority in Italy and rep-
resent an essential mechanism of its reproduction. For several decades they
have faced demanding challenges, mostly stemming from the fact that an
increasing number of children do not speak the minority language (or do
so poorly) when enrolling into kindergartens and schools. A need arose
for kindergartens and schools to reinvent themselves from institutions that
teach ‘in (or through)’ the minority language to institutions that teach ‘the’
minority language. In too many instances their failure to do so led to poor
linguistic skills in the minority language, endangering the minority’s ability
to reproduce itself.

In recent years, educational institutions have tried to deal with these chal-
lenges by improving teaching approaches and skills and adapting teaching
contents in order to increase the proficiency of minority language speak-
ers (Strani 2011; Mezgec 2008). Such efforts were promoted by actors in the
schooling system (primarily teachers) as part of their professional training
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and additional project engagements at school. A prominent role in these
efforts was also played by the civil society with numerous initiatives and
projects aimed at improving the linguistic situation among youth, including
innovative ways of combining afterschool activities with linguistic training,'
with additional linguistic and awareness raising workshops for teachers and
trainers;? with projects aimed at preparing additional educational materials
that could be used by teachers, parents and other educators,* and finally, with
eventsand (online) tools aimed at sharing teaching experiences® (Grgi¢ 2017),
educational materials and other resources that could help raise the effective-
ness of linguistic teaching (Strani 2011).

Conceding that these efforts were not carefully planned, coordinated
or managed and therefore conceding that their effectiveness was proba-
bly much lower than expected or hoped for, the end result is still less than
promising and Slovene linguistic skills continue to deteriorate (KoSuta and
Toli¢i¢ 1989; Kauci¢-Basa 1994, Jagodic and Cok 2013; Jagodic 2011; Brezigar
2007; 2009; 2015; 2017).

Therefore, a preliminary exploratory study has been carried out among
teachers and educators to identify the main factors conducive to poor lin-
guistic skills in the Slovene language, and to uncover the causes of the
schools’ limited ability to improve such skills.

To put the study in an appropriate context, the first part of the paper will
be devoted to presenting some basic data on the Slovene minority in Italy, its
schooling system and challenges faced by both. The second part of the paper
will offer a short overview of theoretical approaches that could be useful to
understand the intricacies of the acquisition of the Slovene language in Italy.
Finally, a short outline of the methodology of the study and its most salient
results will be provided, ending with a discussion on possible ways forward.

Slovene-Medium Kindergartens and Primary Schools
The Slovene minority in Italy is an autochthonous minority® settled in the
North Eastern part of Italy, where its traditional settlement area in the re-

' An example of this is the Jezikovni poligon (Slosport 2016) that combined sports training with
linguistic training.

% See, for example, the activities of the research institute SLORI in Trieste, the Zavod RS Slovenije
za Solstvo and the Center za slovenscino kot drugi in tuj jezik.

3See, for example, the projects Eduka (http://www.eduka-itaslo.eu) and Eduka2 (http://www
.edukaz.eu), also in Brezigar and Zver (2019).

*See https://www.smejse.it.

®It's a traditional national minority in the sense that it represents a part of the Slovenian nation
‘left over’ in a neighbouring state (Petri¢ 1977), as a result of historical changes of state borders
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gion Friuli Venezia Giulia covers a total of 39 municipalities (Bogatec 2004b)
in the former provinces of Gorizia (Gorica), Trieste (Trst) and Udine (Videm
or Viden). A system of Slovene-medium public schools (consisting of kinder-
gartens, primary and secondary schools) was set up in the provinces of Tri-
este and Gorizia in the aftermath of WWII (Bogatec 2004a). A private bilin-
gual school in the province of Udine was established in the 1970s to allow
members of the Slovene minority to learn (also standard) Slovene®in a school
setting. The school was subsequently incorporated into the public schools’
system.”’

Slovene-medium kindergartens and primary schools in Italy were con-
ceived as educational institutions where the teaching language was Slovene
and the students were Slovene speakers, mostly members of the Slovene
minority in Italy. Later on, however, the situation changed dramatically (Bo-
gatec and Bufon 1996; 1999; Bogatec 2004b; 2010; Pertot 2002; 2009; 2011;
Fatur1989). By the end of the 20th century a considerable number of children
who did not speak the minority language were enrolling in Slovene-medium
schools and kindergartens. Therefore, a need arose for kindergartens and
schools to reinvent themselves from institutions that teach ‘in (or through)’
the minority language to institutions that teach ‘the’ minority language
(Brezigar 2013; 2017).

The schooling system failed to acknowledge the new challenges and did
not provide for special arrangements (e.g. additional support or teachers) for
children who were not able to speak the minority language upon enrolment,
hindering the efforts to improve the situation. It was left to the teachers to do
their best, without the necessary skills to teach Slovene as L2 and with very
limited teaching resources that were rarely adapted to the minority environ-
ment, mostly provided by institutions in Slovenia. Above all, there were no
linguistic standards that pupils would be required to achieve at each level of
schooling. Finally, teachers (and principals) faced systemic barriers that un-

in Central Europe. There are no official data on the number of members of the Slovene minority
in Italy, but estimates from 2002 suggest that there are 95.000 members of the Slovene minority
(Bogatec 2004b), whereas an older, unofficial estimate of the Italian authorities suggested that
there were ca. 80.000 members (Ministero dell'Interno 1994, 273).

¢ Most members of the Slovene minority in Italy speak both standard Slovene - which is the state
and official language in the Republic of Slovenia — and its various local dialects or variants (Sussi
1998 in Vidau 2013, Janezi¢ 2004 in Vidau 2013). Only in the province of Udine there are some
members who only speak a local Slovene dialect, but are not able to speak standard Slovene,
since they have not been able to pursue any form of formal education in Slovene.

7 See Bogatec (2010) for a comprehensive longitudinal quantitative data analysis on bilingual
education and Slovene-medium education in Italy.
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dermined the efforts of even the most determined among them, stemming
primarily from the centralization, rigidity, and the operating procedures of
the Italian public schools’ system (Brezigar 2015).

An extensive qualitative study (Brezigar 2015) suggested that Slovene-
medium and bilingual education did not result in a satisfactory (linguistic)
reproduction of the Slovene minority in Italy, with interviewees pointing out
that the minority educational system had not dealt adequately with the tran-
sition from teaching in the Slovene language (to mostly Slovene pupils or
pupils from mixed marriages) to teaching the Slovene language (to a grow-
ing population of Italian and in some instances immigrant pupils). Experts
listed the following factors as those contributing to this state of affairs: a lack
of adequate teaching skills (and some institutional support, where educa-
tors, teachers and professors could acquire such skills); a lack of linguistic
proficiency standards that should be achieved by children at various stages
of schooling; a lack of teaching aids and materials for teaching Slovene to
pupils who are not familiar with the language (Brezigar 2015).

Despite the strong effort to fulfil this gap (before and after the aforemen-
tioned study was conducted) by primarily developing teaching and linguistic
skills, providing a supporting environment for minority language use with
extracurricular activities, developing and producing the relevant teaching
materials,® and changing language attitudes among teachers, educators,
trainers, etc. (Jagodic and Cok 2013; Pertot 2004), the results achieved are far
from satisfactory, especially if we consider that after Slovenia’s accession to
the EU, the Italian majority population showed® an increasing interest in the
Slovene language, the Slovene minority and Slovenia (Brezigar 2013; Jagodic
and Cok 2013; Bogatec 2010). This reflected also in an increased number of
both adults and children learning Slovene (Jagodic and Cok 2013; Brezigar
2013).

It needs to be stressed that an increase of interest in a minority language
does not necessarily lead to an increase in its use, and this was precisely the
case of the Slovene language in Italy (Brezigar 2013; Jagodic and Cok 2013;
Jagodic 2011; Bogatec et al. 2008; Kauci¢-Basa 1997; 2002). Interest among

8 See, for example, Strani (2011).

° Data on enrolment in Slovene-medium schools showed that the interest in the Slovene lan-
guage increased significantly in the 9os and 2000s: The number of children from completely
Italian families, where both father and mother identify themselves as Italians, rose from 7% to
24% of all enrolled children (Bogatec 2010). However, the trend seems to be reversing, since
a negative trend in enrolments into Slovene-medium kindergartens has been observed since
the school year 2013-2014.
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the majority population led to a rise in their enrolment in Slovene-medium
kindergartens and schools, as well as sports and cultural clubs, music schools,
etc. (Bogatec 2004b; 2010). In particular, those environments that had been
traditionally monolingual Slovene (and represented an opportunity for the
exclusive use of the Slovene language), such as kindergartens, schools or cul-
tural and sports associations, were shifting at a growing speed towards bilin-
gualism and in some cases even towards Italian monolingualism (Bogatec
2010; Maver 2015).

Paradoxically, although nowadays more people are able to speak (some)
Slovene, in practice, less actually do so (Jagodic and Cok 2013; Brezigar 2013).

There are no longitudinal studies (or other objective measures) that mon-
itor the levels of linguistic skills in Slovene-medium and bilingual schools
over time.'® However, previous research (Brezigar 2013; 2015; Bogatec 2010;
Bogatec et al. 2008; Kauci¢-Basa 1997; 2002; Jagodic 2011), based primarily
on qualitative studies, on experts’ assessments and other indirect indicators
related to language use and language preference, leaves little doubt about
a significant decline in linguistic skills. Moreover, teachers included in this
study confirmed on multiple occasions that the language of communication
in several kindergartens and school had shifted (or was increasingly shift-
ing) to the majority one. In the most extreme cases, the same happened
with the language of instruction. Interviewee 1," for example, explained: ‘At
our [Slovene-medium] school there’s a teacher that teaches in Italian. [...] It's
much easier than sticking to Slovene and trying to help the children who do
not understand enough Slovene with additional explanations and attention.
It's simply too complicated and burdensome. A more magnanimous inter-
viewee (Interviewee 2) explained the situation as follows: ‘It’s really easy to
say in principle that this is a Slovene-medium school and everybody should
teach in Slovene. But when you enter a class where only 2 or 3 children out of
11are Slovenes, you have to face the reality that as a teacher you are expected
to teach all of them, and they do not understand you. So, switching, at least
partially, to Italian sometimes is not really a choice, but a necessity.

'“Beside a limited study by Kosuta and Toli¢i¢ (1989), a first serious attempt at planning a lon-
gitudinal study on linguistic skills has recently started as a part of the INVALSI national eval-
uations in the schooling system. This study is currently carried out by the Italian national
research institute INVALSI in collaboration with the Slovenian Research Institute in Trieste
(see http://www.slori.org/progetti/priprava-drzavnih-preizkusov-znanja-v-slovenskem-jeziku-
in-prevod-drzavnih-preizkusov-znanja-v-matematiki-invalsi/).

"Interviewees in this study are numbered from 1 to 10 and will be referred to as Interviewee 1,
Interviewee 2, etc., in order to ensure their anonymity.
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Therrising percentage of children who do not speak the minority language
(or do so poorly) when they enrol in Slovene-medium kindergartens and
schools (Bogatec 2010) is an important factor that clearly determines the
starting point of a teacher. Regardless, the question is why educational insti-
tutions are so ineffective in bringing children up to speed in a longer period,
e.g. 5 to 7 years. Are there possibly other factors beyond teaching, teaching
methods and teaching skills, that play an important role and should be taken
into account and dealt with when trying to improve the situation?

In order to explore possible answers to this question, it is necessary to
widen our perspective beyond teaching skills, methods and models, and
explore other approaches, from different disciplines, that can shed some
light on why it is so difficult to improve linguistic skills of pupils enrolled in
Slovene-medium and bilingual schools and kindergartens in Italy.

Theoretical Approaches and Perspectives towards Minority

Language Acquisition

A number of disciplines and approaches attempted to clarify the intricate
question why some learn a minority language and others do not, and why
then some use it and some do not?

Since the core issue seems to be language acquisition, the first field to be
studied is education, where researchers have developed models and meth-
ods of bilingual or multilingual education and training, and second language
acquisition (Skutnabb-Kangas 1981; 2000; Skutnabb-Kangass and Cummins
1988; Baker 2001; Spolsky 1990; Thomas and Collier 1997; Cummins 1979; 2000)
that are commonly used and referred to when dealing with minority lan-
guage acquisition. In the case of Slovenes in Italy, extensive quantitative
longitudinal research is being carried out on Slovene-medium schools and
kindergartens and the challenges they face (Bogatec et al. 2008; Bogatec
2010). Other studies focused on the connection between early education and
teaching with minority language acquisition and language use (Pertot 2004;
Mezgec 2008).

However, in order to obtain a broader view of the issue of language ac-
quisition that also encompasses the (indirect) impact of other factors (and
is not limited to the structured teaching process), the work of researchers in
other disciplines, such as sociology, social psychology, sociolinguistics and
linguistics, should also be considered. With different models, schemes and
approaches (Fishman 1991; 2001; Gardner and Lambert 1972; Giles and Smith
1979; Baker 1992; Crystal 2000; Gumperz 1982), with concepts such as ethno-
linguistic vitality (Giles et al. 1977), researchers in these disciplines examine
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the status and prestige of a language, its developmental perspectives in a
given environment, trying to define factors affecting its position in a specific
environment. The perspective of these researchers is frequently focused on
the relationship between different languages in an environment - the mi-
nority language and the majority one. The focus is set on trying to identify
factors and conditions that promote the acquisition and use of a certain lan-
guage, including economic and social aspects (Baker and Jones 1998), vs. the
factors that hinder its long-term preservation.

Another important line of study of language acquisition and use follows
the motivations, habits and choices of speakers, aiming at understanding
why and when individuals use a certain language (Gardner and Lambert 1972;
Giles and Smith 1979). Concepts, approaches and theories in the field of so-
ciology and social psychology further explain the relationship between ma-
jority and minority communities that live together (Tajfel 1978; Bourhis 1979;
Bourdieu 1991) — generally by adopting an even wider perspective that ex-
ceeds language as the fundamental factor of distinction between two com-
munities, focusing more on sociological factors. In the case of Slovenes in
Italy, researchers in the field of psychology, sociology, socio-linguistics and
linguistics have extensively studied issues of language acquisition, use, plan-
ning and choice (Bogatec et al. 2008; Vodopivec 2008; Brezigar 2009; Gliha
Komac 2009; Kauci¢-Basa 1997; 2002; Kosic 2010; Jagodic 2011). However, the
results of these studies have rarely (if ever) been translated into policies that
could lead to an improvement of the linguistic situation of the Slovene mi-
nority in Italy.

Methodology

In order to identify the main obstacles, perceived by educators to be the root
causes and the hindering factors conducive to poor linguistic skills in the
Slovene language, and to uncover the causes of the schools’ limited ability to
improve such skills, a preliminary exploratory study was carried out among
teachers and educators between September 2018 and January 2019.

The study consisted of 10 individual qualitative interviews with educators
and 3 focus groups carried out among teachers of kindergartens and primary
Slovene-medium and bilingual schools in FVG, one focus group in each of the
three former provinces of Trieste, Gorizia and Udine (with respectively 6, 11
and 4 participants). 5 qualitative interviews were carried out with educators
working in the province of Gorizia, 3 in the province of Trieste and 2 in the
Province of Udine. 6 interviewees were employed in kindergartens and 4 in
primary schools.
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Results of the Study and Discussion

Interviewees and participants in the 3 focus groups presented an interesting
and varied picture of the challenges they face when teaching (in) the Slovene
language. Overall, their answers suggest that afocus on teaching approaches
and materials will only take the community so far, and that a wider approach
should be adopted if results were to improve. The most salient feedback from
teachers in this study was categorised in three subsections.

The Role of After-School Activities

Although teachers acknowledge the importance of a supporting environ-
ment where linguistic skills could be used, practiced and transformed into
a habitual behaviour, they do not fail to observe that frequently the idea
of an organised supporting environment with lots of extracurricular activi-
ties that (linguistically) support the efforts of the teachers has become weak
and frail. In fact, organisations providing extracurricular activities face simi-
lar challenges as Slovene-medium and bilingual kindergartens and schools.
If some of the children do not understand the trainer or do not speak Slovene,
the language of communication switches to Italian (there, as well). In the end,
an extracurricular activity that should reinforce Slovene linguistic skills fre-
quently fails to do so, depriving even those children who speak Slovene of
the opportunity to use the language.

Moreover, teachers contributing to Focus group 2 pointed out that there
were no such activities during the summer.”” One of them explained this issue
as follows:

It's easier to work on linguistic skills of those children who are included
in the network of Slovene extracurricular activities [...], although many
children from Italian speaking families are not [...] when the school
starts in September, I'm close to tears. | have children thatin June spoke
Slovene, and in September they are not able to utter a word in Slovene.
| have to start all over again and it takes me two months to get them
to the point where they were in June - in terms of linguistic skills and
knowledge[...] On the other hand, what can we expect? These children
live in a completely Italian environment, they haven't heard a word of
Slovene for 3 months, of course they've forgotten what they learned
the previous year. [Teacher in Focus group 2]

There are, of course, a few summer camps available, most of them predominantly Italian or

bilingual. However, children attend them for only a certain number of weeks, and mostly only
until the age when they are deemed able to stay at home alone.
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Moreover, the network of extracurricular activities is rather well estab-
lished in certain areas, whereas in others (e.g. Romjan or Beneska Slovenija)
itis really weak, as pointed out by teachers in Focus group 2 and Focus group
3. These areas are characterised by either a traditionally weaker presence of
the autochthonous minority or a stronger presence of Italians enrolled in
Slovene-medium or bilingual schools.

Bearing in mind that this is a preliminary qualitative study with obvious
limitations, the suggestion seems to be that the network of extracurricular
activities, although necessary and important, does not fully play its role. The
functioning of the network should probably be rethought, in close coopera-
tion with schools, in order to build synergies between ‘language acquisition
in school’ and ‘after school language use!

(Lack of) Policies for Managing the Relationship between Language
and Culture

Teachers in the two focus groups in the provinces of Trieste and Gorizia (Fo-
cus group 1 and Focus group 2) and several interviewees (6,7,8) pointed out
that many educators (either them or others) are at a loss for how to deal with
a growing population of pupils that do not identify themselves as Slovenes.
In the aftermath of WW2, most pupils attending Slovene-medium schools
identified themselves as Slovenes. The teacher, in that instance, was not only
providing linguisticinstruction, but he/she was also the bearer of the Slovene
culture, the historical memory of the Slovene minority, the Slovene nation,
and its values.

Nowadays, the number of children that do not identify themselves as
Slovenes is growing™ and sometimes they represent the majority of the class.
‘In this instance, is the teacher still supposed to impart the Slovene culture, its
historical memory and its values in the same way?, asks Interviewee no. 6, ex-
plaining that at her school they frequently experience conflicts with parents
regarding how a teacher approaches issues related to historical memory and
historical celebrations. These refer to difficult historical circumstances where
the two communities — Italian and Slovene - were on opposite sides. How
to deal with the diversity of parents’ political and ideological beliefs regard-
ing these events? This is something that several teachers do not feel trained

 Pertot (2007, 273) points out an additional issue that has an important impact on the number
of children entering the school who identify themselves as ‘Slovenes. She suggests that the
rise of hybrid identities among members of the Slovenian minority in Italy is closely linked to
the rise of different linguistic phenomena that deviate from the Slovene language (as spoken
in Slovenia).
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(or equipped) for. The issue can be traced back to parents’ motivations and
reasons for minority language acquisition. As Gardner and Lambert (1972)
suggested, there are affective reasons and economic reasons to learn a lan-
guage. And whereas affective reasons go hand in hand with the transmission
of culture, traditions, values and historical memories, the same could not be
said of those who see in Slovene-language acquisition only its economic val-
ue - the value of knowing an additional language, without the burden of
also having to accept its culture and historical memory.

Environmental Factors

Several interviewees and teachers in Focus groups 2 and 3 pointed at some
important factors that are hindering better language acquisition in school
settings. Interviewee 5 explained it as follows: ‘Its difficult to teach children
that the Slovene language is important and has a value, if they don't ever
experience it outside the school setting. They go to the store, and everybody
speaks Italian, their neighbours speak mostly Italian, they watch TV in Italian,
all around them it’s only Italian. Then, of course, it's normal for the child to
perceive that Italian is an important language, worth learning, and Slovene
is not!
Within Focus group 2, a teacher explained the issue further:

It's very subtle. You can’t point out one single big issue, but children are
very perceptive [...] [they] form their opinion on the importance of the
language and the community based on all those little signs they see.
You still have children from Italian families that have never been across
the border. Some of them don’t even understand that there are people
somewhere who actually use the Slovene language as a daily means of
communication, in the cafeteria or in the shop [...].

Inherent in these observations is the realisation that the perception of the
community in a wider context should not be underestimated. And the fact
that the community is still rather closed, rarely visible as an important player
in the wider Italian society, including Italian media, has an impact on lan-
guage acquisition. Regardless of the attempts to improve the protection of
the Slovene minority, the linguistic landscape shows little sign of the exis-
tence of the Slovene community (Mezgec 2017). These comments lead to the
discussion on language prestige and the status of the language in the settle-
ment area of the Slovene minority in Italy (Baker 1992; Baker and Jones 1998;
Haugen 1966; Labov 2006).
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Attitudes of Parents and Significant Others

Beside environmental factors that have an impact on the child’s perception of
the language, teachers in Focus groups 1and 2 and three interviewees point-
ed out that the effectiveness of early learning (and teaching) of the minority
language was significantly affected by language attitudes of parents™ and
significant others. Interviewee no. 7 explained it as follows:

It's incredible how much the attitudes of parents affect the child’s abil-
ity to learn. One of my children has a mum who always complains that
she cannot understand the notices that are published in Slovene-only
on the bulletin board, and she would like them to be in [translated to]
Italian, as well. The child’s attitude reflects the mother’s. It’s always ‘I
don't understand. The girl doesn’t even make an effort. On the oth-
er hand, there's a dad who would take a picture of the notice with his
phone and figure it out by himself. 1 think he throws itinto google trans-
late. And his child is doing so much better, I'm so proud of how much
he has learned.

Interviewee 5 pointed out that also parents need directions:

At our first parent-teacher conference | always tell Italian parents that
they have to serve as role models to the best of their abilities. If they
come to school and say ‘Buongiorno’ instead of ‘Dober dan, the child
immediately understands which language is important — and which
one is not. It’s not really a question of how much [Slovene language]
they know, but rather if they are willing to make at least some minor
effort to let know the child that what he [or she] learns here is impor-
tant, that it matters to them as well.

Even more interesting is the case of a kindergarten teacher who says that
not only the attitudes of parents, but also the attitudes of significant others
can have an extremely important impact on children’s perceptions of the val-
ue and role of the minority language, affecting, in the end, also their ability
to learn it. Interviewee no. 7, for example, mentions the case of a nanny and

" Pertot (2007) points out that the significant ideological shift brought by the dissolution of Yu-
goslavia and the independence of Slovenia made it difficult for a part of the Slovene communi-
ty in Italy to identify themselves as ‘Slovenes’ and gave rise to new identities. This shift towards
hybrid identities, as suggested by Pertot (2007, 273), can have a spill over effect in the field of
language, if standard language is closely linked to (standard) identity of identifying oneself as
a‘Slovene!
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a grandmother who had negative attitudes towards the Slovene language
and the Slovene community, and how these significantly affected the two
children in kindergarten, regardless of the fact that parents displayed a pos-
itive attitude both towards the community and the language.

Finally, teachers in the Focus group 1 suggested that attitudes precede ac-
tion. If parents have a positive attitude towards the language, with a dedicat-
ed teacher there are also options for learning at home, even at early stages
of a child’s development and even if parents don't speak a word of Slovene.
Interviewee no. 7 explains her own example as a kindergarten teacher as fol-
lows:

| prepare recordings of books to be used by parents. | read the book,
record the reading, and at home, they can play the recorded text and
watch/read the book with their child. | also ring a bell every time they
need to turn the page, so that even if they don't understand anything,
they can still read’ the book in Slovene to their children. | prepare ev-
erything for them, but, of course, in the end, they have to do it.

Conclusions

Bearing in mind that this is a preliminary and rather limited study, its results
suggest that a shift in focus is needed in order to achieve better results in
Slovene language acquisition and use. Teachers and educators predominant-
ly point at sociological and sociolinguistic factors as those hindering their
efforts to teach the Slovene language, whereas the predominant approach
that aims at improving linguistic skills currently focuses primary on linguistic
and educational (didactic) issues. A number of interesting points have been
raised by educators, including (but not limited to) parents’ attitudes towards
and use of the minority language, issues concerning language prestige, the
dichotomy of economic and affective reasons for language use that clash
severely in educational institutions, and the community’s (in)ability to sup-
port the use of the minority language outside school walls.

The scope of the issues exposed by educators in this study seems to sug-
gest that language acquisition (and language use) should be tackled with
a broader approach that would include more awareness-raising activities
among parents and significant others, more direction on how to support the
childin his learning efforts by sending positive messages about the language
and the community, and adjusting the family lifestyle in such a way that the
child has as much contact with the language as possible outside the school
setting.

42



Slovene-Medium and Bilingual Schools in Italy: Towards a New Paradigm?

Finally, the study suggests that there is a pressing need for schools (or pos-
sibly even the community) to deal with historical divides, take a clear stand
on the approach that they intend to adopt (monocultural, multicultural or
intercultural), and communicate it clearly to the parents up-front, in order to
avoid later disagreements or negative surprises.
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