Current Challenges for Primary School Teachers in Slovakia

Gadušová Zdenka – Žilová Ružena

New concept of teaching foreign languages in primary and secondary schools in Slovakia approved by the government in September 2007 and introduced to schools in September 2008 has currently become a major challenge for Slovak teachers. One of the biggest changes in the system of teaching foreign languages is their compulsory teaching and learning from the third class (8-year-old learners) of the school attendance (instead of starting their teaching from the fifth class). This means that primary school teachers should be able and competent to teach - except of other school subjects - also a foreign language. The second foreign language should then (during the transition period of eight years) be introduced starting from sixth class (11-year-old learners) at lower secondary schools.

As most of primary school teachers have never been trained as foreign language teachers, this has become an issue for their further education. The challenge has been how to retrain them in the shortest possible time to become competent foreign language teachers. The lack of foreign language teachers in primary schools is currently being solved by the Ministry of Education of the Slovak Republic in co-operation with the State Institute for Education in Bratislava which has become a leading body for the national training project Education of Primary School Teachers in the Field of Foreign Languages in Connection with the New Concept of Teaching Foreign Languages in Primary and Secondary Schools.  The aim of the project is to increase quality of pre-service teacher training as well as further (life-long) education of teachers. The outputs of the project should bridge the gap in the system of foreign language teacher training and introduce training of qualified foreign language teachers for primary schools into the system. Furthermore, the project should ensure the necessary number of qualified foreign language teachers in primary schools in the transition period and then, in the long-term period, it should contribute to the change of the traditional school into a modern one.

The project has been developed and submitted for financing within the Operational programme Education approved by the European commission for the years 2007-2013. The global objective of the programme is to ensure long-term competitiveness of Slovakia by adapting the educational system to the needs of the knowledge society. The managing authority of this OP is the Ministry of Education of the Slovak Republic and the programme is co-financed by the ESF. The programme contributes to the adaptability of working labour through the increase of the quality and accessibility of life-long education in all institutions of the system of education, i.e. regional schools, higher and further education institutions. The contribution is provided in the form of design and implementation of reforms into the system of education and special training.

Further education of primary and lower secondary teachers in the field of foreign languages is one of the direct assignments of the programme and its coordinator has become the State Institute for Education in Bratislava. Experts from the Institute in co-operation with experts from higher education institutions in Slovakia have developed national project which is basically aimed at foreign language teaching to primary school teachers in order for them to achieve the level B2 of foreign language competence according to CEFR  and to acquire psychological and educational knowledge necessary for teaching foreign languages to young learners (primary school pupils). The participants of the education can choose one of the six foreign languages on offer: English, German, Russian, French Spanish, Italian.
This national project covers in-service education and training for three groups of teachers:

· qualified primary school teachers with

· no or just elementary level of foreign language proficiency

· intermediate level of foreign language proficiency

· qualified lower secondary school foreign language teachers.

The first target group are qualified primary school teachers without qualification for foreign language teaching. The length of their training has been designed for either 8 or 4 semesters depending on their level of foreign language proficiency. Eight-semester education has been designed for those primary school teachers whose level of foreign language competence is 0 or A1 according to CEFR. Four-semester education has been developed for those primary school teachers whose level of foreign language competence is A2 or B1 according to CEFR. Teachers have been placed into these groups on the basis of testing of their foreign language skills. Testing has been carried on on-line and teachers have been given the responsibility to decide which group they fit and would like to be in.

Four-semester language courses with total number 552 lessons (96 lessons per semester plus 168 lessons within two intensive summer language courses) have been developed for primary school teachers with 0 or A1 of foreign language proficiency to achieve level A2. These courses will be based on teaching various topics (such as: family, home, nature, free time activities, eating, fashion, shopping, heath, sports, travelling, services, education, holidays, multicultural society, and others) and they will be delivered in a combined form of contact teaching and e-learning. The recommended teaching methods are: presentation techniques, discussions, practical language exercises, model situations, project work, team work, video training, case studies, use of ICT software. The maximum number of participants in each group is 15. All the course participants will use the same course books with CD which they will receive for free.

The following four semesters will be more specialised. The curriculum for these four semesters has been designed so that both subgroups of primary school teachers (who will receive language training first to achieve A2 level of proficiency as well as those who already are level A2) will get the same training (552 lessons) consisting of the study of theoretical subjects (360 lessons) and practical foreign language training (192 lessons) – see Table 1. This number of teaching lessons is planned to be split into 144 lessons for each out of first three semesters and 120 lessons for the last (fourth) semester. The recommended teaching methods are: lectures, presentation and participation techniques, discussions, practical language exercises, model situations, team work, video training, case studies, use of ICT software, observations and study stays. The study will be finalized by passing the level B2 test and by the defence of a diploma thesis.

	Type of subject
	Subject
	Number 

of lessons
	Description of the subject content 

	Theoretical 


	Methodology of teaching foreign languages to young learners
	84
	· terminology of the methodology of teaching foreign languages to young learners;

· analysis of basic school documents used in Slovak schools and documents recommended by the Council of Europe and European Commission;

· methods and forms of foreign language education;

· evaluation and assessment of foreign language performance and teaching



	
	Language system
	96
	· comparative grammar of a foreign language (on the level of phonetics and phonology, morphology, lexicology and syntax)

· 

	
	Intercultural communication
	156
	· social and philosophical system of the country of the target language

· culture and arts, aesthetics

· child as a foreign culture recipient

· dialog of a foreign culture with the native culture



	
	Diploma seminar
	24
	· fundamentals of educational research

· methodology of educational sciences

· writing of diploma thesis



	Practical 
	Development of foreign language competencies
	192
	· development of all communicative skills in the studied foreign language

· achievement of the level B2 according to CEFR



	TOTAL
	
	552
	


Table 1: Curriculum for special four-semester in-service foreign language training  for primary  school teachers

The second target group are qualified foreign language teachers who work in lower secondary schools. For them a special programme has been developed to extend their education and improve skills in order for them to be able to teach foreign languages to primary school pupils. The training course has been designed in such a way that they will extend their psychological and educational knowledge, teaching competencies and skills to teach foreign languages to young learners. For this group of teachers the education will last just two semesters (192 lessons) – see Table 2. As these participants of the courses are proficient foreign language speakers their study will be finalized just by the defence of a final written thesis. To deliver the courses the same methods and forms of teaching as mentioned above will be used. The maximum number of participants in each group will be 15. All the course participants will receive course books with CDs and a set of methodology books for teaching foreign languages to young learners. 

There is, however, one restriction for this group of teachers which says that they can apply for the training only in case that the headmaster of a particular primary school can´t send any qualified primary school teacher to be trained as a teacher of a foreign language (because of the retirement age of teachers, lack of primary school teachers, etc.).
	Type of subject
	Subject
	Number 

of lessons
	Description of the subject content 

	Theoretical 


	Methodology of teaching foreign languages to young learners
	120
	· psychological characteristics and differences of young learners

· analysis of new school documents used in Slovak schools and documents recommended by the Council of Europe and European Commission;

· methods and forms of foreign language education;

· evaluation and assessment of foreign language performance and teaching



	
	Intercultural communication
	72
	· social and philosophical system of the country of the target language

· culture and arts, aesthetics

· child as a foreign culture recipient

· dialog of a foreign culture with the native culture



	TOTAL
	
	192
	


Table 2: Curriculum for special two-semester in-service training of lower secondary school  foreign language  teachers

Foreign language education as well as education and training in methodology of foreign language teaching to young learners will be delivered by teaching staff from teacher training faculties of universities. The education will be delivered in different forms of education and training: language courses, intensive summer language courses, language placements, stays and mobilities, including placements in EU schools.

The courses will be provided on the whole territory of Slovakia. The place where participants will be assigned for education will be determined on the basis of their permanent address of living or on the basis of the preference stated in their application form. Expenses connected with the education will be covered from the European social fund. The same fund will cover also the expenses connected with the replacement of participants of education by the other teachers during their absence at schools.

For the life of the project an electronic educational communication web-site has been established where the participants of the education will have for their disposal all the necessary information connected with the delivery of the educational courses, timetables of courses, list of places where the education will be provided, list of participants with their placement for education, etc.

Participation of teachers in the educational activities of the project ensures not only their education in foreign languages and training in methodology of foreign language teaching but also provision of modern didactic technology for the participants and their schools. Each teacher – participant of the education, will receive one notebook with software, which they will make use of during the education courses and in teaching process in their schools. After the education is finished the notebook will become part of a school property. All primary schools will also receive a data projector with a screen and an interactive board.

As the education provided within the project is quite expensive and as there is a lack of qualified teachers of foreign languages the following measures have been accepted:

· each teacher involved in the language education within the project will sign up to finish the education;

· he also will have to work in a school the following four years; in case he decides to quit the teaching profession he will be asked to cover a certain amount of money invested; the headmaster will then have to use this money for foreign language education of another teacher in order to replace the teacher who left the position.

The teachers willing to participate in this education could apply for the courses during the summer 2008 and currently the agreements between the State Institute for Education and individual teachers are being signed. In the meantime teachers could test their foreign language competencies in the tests announced as links on the official web page of the project. The educational activities will start at the end of February 2009.

As the State Institute for Education is not an educational institution, it can deliver the project educational courses only in a very close co-operation with higher education institutions. Another reason for this close co-operation is also the fact that only education provided by higher education institutions can be recognized as a certain level of higher education qualification which is required for teachers to teach. Other types of education are not recognized as a relevant qualification to teach foreign languages in primary and lower secondary schools. 

The aim of the project is to achieve 100% qualification of primary school teachers to teach foreign languages in a long term perspective. That is why it has been planned within the project to design and submit for accreditation two substantial pedagogical documents, outputs of the project. One document - accredited study programme for life-long foreign language education of teachers, should be used for running the courses within the life of the project. It should ensure the necessary number of qualified foreign language teachers in primary schools in the transition period. The other document – accredited innovated description of the study field pre-school and elementary pedagogy, which is the required qualification for primary school teachers and should then comprise also teaching a foreign language, should bridge the gap in the system of foreign language teacher training and introduce training of qualified foreign language teachers for primary schools into the system.
This is in compliance with one of the consequences of Slovakia´s entering the European area – the diversification of teacher training. New legislation copying the Bologna principles has introduced three-year bachelor study programmes and two-year master study programmes for future teachers. Experts in education, however, find it vital to introduce changes also into the existing teacher training curricula and the teacher training graduates’ profile which should reflect changes in professional attitudes, skills and abilities. As „teachers in the European Union not only educate future citizens of their particular member country, but also support them in becoming future generations of European citizens. ... Thus a European teacher should see himself or herself as someone with roots in one particular country, but at the same time belonging to a greater European whole. ... In addition, a European teacher should speak more than one European language and be able to teach subjects in languages other than their first language, which enables them to teach in any European country, to exchange curricular content and methodologies with colleagues from other European countries, to pay attention to and learn from different teaching and learning traditions.” (Gadušová, Z. - Malá E. - Zelenický, Ľ., 2008; 321-322)
Involvement of universities in the language education is connected with the fact that universities have been involved and contributed to the design of the New Concept of Teaching Foreign Languages in Primary and Secondary Schools in Slovakia. To deliver the language education courses 23 higher education institutions have applied to do that. In all these institutions they have departments of languages, institutes of languages or centres for language education. As it is expected that more than 5000 teachers (see Table 3) will take part in this education, universities will subcontract some other state or private institutions with a long tradition and experience in teaching foreign languages. These institutions will be responsible for the appropriateness of education to the national co-ordinator of special activities and to the guarantor of the project in the State Institute for Education.

	Language
	Primary school teachers
	Lower second. school teachers
	TOTAL

	English
	4418
	62
	4480

	German
	892
	84
	976

	French
	40
	16
	56

	Russian
	98
	64
	162

	Spanish
	22
	1
	23

	Italian
	21
	0
	21

	TOTAL
	5491
	227
	5718


   Table 3: Number of applicants for the educational courses according to the languages
The language education will be provided by qualified teachers of foreign languages with the university degree authorising them to teach these languages. Methodology of teaching foreign languages as well as psychology and education courses and training will be provided by university teachers with at least the title PhD. 

Broad geographical diversification of the project will create area for cooperation not only on national level among institutions in different regions in Slovakia but also for international co-operation. As the number of experts for that particular field of studies in Slovakia is not sufficient, the project expects co-operation with the international institutions, such as the British Council, Goethe Institute, Austrian Institute, French Institute. The other issue are course books for the participants of the courses where the co-operation with the foreign publishing houses (Oxford University Press, Cambridge University Press, Didier, Langenscheidt, Hueber and others) is expected not only to purchase the books but also to hire lecturers who would organize methodology seminars on how to work with their foreign language course books. During the life of the project close bi-lateral co-operation with different embassies and with the Language Policy Division of the Council of Europe should also contribute to the quality of project activities.

As stated above, the project has been designed and submitted for approval by the State Institute for Education in Bratislava. It is the competence of this Institute to coordinate and control project activities during the whole life of the project. The authors of the project are members of the Managerial Team, employed in the Institute as well as external experts representing different educational institutions. The Managerial Team is responsible for coordination of the activities of the project and for communication with partner organizations. All the Team members work at the Institute and are supervised by the expert co-ordinator specialized in co-ordination of national projects and by project manager who communicates with the Expert Team and checks how project activities are carried out and implemented. The guarantor of the project is responsible for the quality of project activities. All the special educational activities will be co-ordinated and controlled under the auspices of the Expert Team members of which are renowned experts in the field. They represent experts and academics, have long-term experience with coordination of all kind of educational and research projects as well as with the work with the target groups and with international cooperation activities within such projects as Comenius, Socrates, Lingua and who also hold leading or decision making posts in their respective institutions. To ensure high efficiency of the project activities, intensive communication among the project applicants-participants of education, higher education institutions and European institutions is also expected.

 As lack of qualified teachers of foreign languages is the common issue in several member states of EU and represents a global social problem which has not been solved for a long time. After the project is finished, the results of the project will be shared with EU institutions. Positive aspects of the project can such offer solution for dealing with this problem not only on national but also on European level and contribute to the increase of quality of teaching foreign languages in primary secondary schools.
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