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Abstract. In accordance with the Constitution and the Law of
Ukraine on Languages, de jure Ukraine is a monolingual state.
However, Ukraine de facto is multilingual. The Ukrainian state
language policy would like to solve the discrepancy between the de
jure and the de facto situation in such a way that the language
situation of the country should be harmonized with the codified
legal situation. Namely, the unspoken aim is to turn Ukraine into a
practically monolingual, a de facto Ukrainian-speaking state. Edu-
cation is seen as ideal means to achieve these aims. At the given
paper this will be supported by a lot of evidence. Thus, Ukraine,
instead of fostering the present-day ethnic and linguistic diversity,
pursues the state model that is colourful from the ethnic point of
view but homogeneous linguistically. The data presented in this
study highlight the fact that this process involves heavy losses also
for the Hungarian minority in Transcarpathia.
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In accordance with the Constitution and the Law on Lan-
guages Ukraine is (de jure) a monolingual state (see Beregszászi
and Csernicskó 2003, 2007). However, Ukraine de facto is multi-
lingual. In this paper the complexity of the Ukrainian multilingualism
will be introduced and at the same time I will demonstrate the way
how the Ukrainian power elite tries to eradicate linguistic heteroge-
neity, how it endeavours to achieve harmony between the de facto
and de jure situation. Finally, I will show the role education plays
in this process.

Some experts (e.g. Arel and Khmelko 1996, Gritsenko et al.
2001, Khmelko 2004) maintain that Ukraine’s population is made
up of three lingua-ethnic groups:

1) Ukrainian speaking Ukrainians (about 40–45% of the
country’s population);
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2) Russian speaking Ukrainians (about 30–34% of the coun-
try’s population);

3) Russian speaking Russians (about 20%).
However according to the 2001 national census (which

focussed not only on Ukrainian and Russian populations, but also
on other small linguistic groups) the population of Ukraine can be
divided into the following groups on the basis of people’s native
language:

a) People who speak Ukrainian as their native language,
including:

– Ukrainians (by nationality) whose native language is
Ukrainian (85% of those who claimed to be Ukrainian);

– Russians whose native language is Ukrainian (4% of those
who claimed to be Russian);

– National minorities whose native language is Ukrainian
(e.g. 71% of the Poles, 42% of the Slovaks who live in
Ukraine);

b) People who speak Russian as their native language,
including:

– Russians whose native language is Russian (96% of those
who claimed to be Russian);

– Ukrainians whose native language is Russian (15% of
Ukrainians);

– National minorities whose native language is Russian (e.g.
62% of the Byelorussians);

c) National minorities whose ethnicity and native lan-
guage are the same (e.g. 95% of the Hungarians, 92%
of the Romanians);

d) National minorities who speak the native language of
another minority group (e.g. in Transcarpathia 62% of
the Roma consider Hungarian to be their native language
(see Molnar 2004: 120–121), this group constitutes 18%
of all Roma in Ukraine).
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Table 1.The population of Ukraine according to native lan-
guage and ethnicity (based on the data from the 2001 national
census).

If we take into consideration native language and ethnicity
census data (Fig. 1) the following statements can be made:

a) The percentage of people whose ethnicity is Ukrainian is
higher than the percentage of people who speak Ukrain-
ian;

b) The percentage of people who speak Russian is higher
than the percentage of people who consider themselves
to be ethnically Russian;

c) Ethnic diversity is greater in Ukraine than linguistic di-
versity because a number of minority groups have begun
to speak Russian or (less frequently) Ukrainian.
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Figure 1. The population of Ukraine according to native
language and ethnicity (2001 national census data).

If we concentrate on one more aspect besides ethnicity and
native language, the linguistic picture of Ukraine becomes more
complicated. This aspect is the percentage of pupils studying in
different languages in the country. In the 2003/2004 academic year
75.05% of the Ukrainian pupils studied in schools with Ukrainian
as the language of instruction, 23.89% in schools with Russian
medium, and no more than 1.06% studied in schools where the
language of instruction was other than Ukrainian or Russian.

This means that:
a) More pupils study in schools with Ukrainian as the lan-

guage of instruction than the number of people who speak
Ukrainian as their native language, but fewer than the
number of people who consider themselves Ukrainian
by ethnicity;

b) Fewer pupils study in schools with Russian as the language
of instruction than the percentage of those whose native
language is Russian in the country, but considerably more
than the percentage of people with Russian ethnicity;
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c) Even though the percentage of those who are not Ukrain-
ian/Russian is about five percent and the percentage of
those who speak minority languages as their native lan-
guage is about three percent, only one child in a hundred
can learn in a school where the medium of instruction is
not Ukrainian or Russian (see Fig. 1).

Figure 2. The coincidence of ethnicity, native language and
the language of instruction in the population of Ukraine, based on
the 2001 census data.

Nevertheless, it is widely believed that the census results
over-simplify the real linguistic landscape (e.g. Kotygorenko 2007).
If we take into account not only the census data, but also data of a
sociolinguistic survey based on a national representative sample,
then the language make-up of the population will show a very
different picture. Panina (2005) conducted sociolinguistic researches
between 1994 and 2005 on an 1800-strong representative sample
of the adult population of Ukraine. Of the sample, 64.3% consider
Ukrainian to be their mother tongue, while for 34.1% it was Rus-
sian, and 1.5% chose other languages in 2005 (Panina 2005: 68).

Another sociolinguistic research between 1991 and 2003
examined continuously the usage of languages among the adult
population of Ukraine, based on a representative sample from ap-
proximately 173 thousand interviews, which were conducted to
yield comparable data (cf. Khmelko 2004). This study revealed
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that, from the point of view of ethnicity and native language, we
can find different language situations in the different regions of
Ukraine. In the five large regions which the author identified, the
percentage of those who speak Ukrainian or Russian as their na-
tive language, or use a contact variety of the two languages (the so
called  surzhyk1) is very high (see Table 2).

According to this model there are not only three linguistic
groups in Ukraine (whose native language is Ukrainian, whose na-
tive language is Russian, whose native language is a minority lan-
guage) as 2001 national census shows us, but we must deal with an
additional group: people whose native language is surzhyk. If we
look at the linguistic picture based on the sociological survey, we
may say that peoples who speak Russian as their native language
comprise the relative majority in comparison to peoples with Ukrain-
ian as their native language (see Fig. 3).

1 Surzhyk (������) is a mixed language of Ukrainian and Russian (Lenets 2000;
Bilaniuk 2003, 2004, 2005), its prestige is low and it often becomes the bane of
the purist Ukrainian linguists, who associate low education and dual identity
with the speakers of surzhyk (Bilaniuk 2004). This fact is reflected by the
entry of surzhyk in the encyclopaedia of the Ukrainian language and some
other writings concerning the linguistic situation of the country (see Lenets
2000 or e.g. Lozinskyi 2006: 225–226).

Figure 3. The distribution of the adult population of Ukraine
according to their native language in 2003 (N = 22.462).

 Source: Khmelko (2004)
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Table 2. The distribution of the adult population of Ukraine
according to their ethnicity and native language in different regions
in 2003 (N = 22.462).

Source: Khmelko (2004)

2 The West region consists of Volyn, Rivne, Lviv, Ivano-Frankivsk, Ternopil,
Zakarpats’ka and Chernivci counties.

3 The Middle-West region is devided into Khmelnytsk, Zhytomyr, Vynnitsia,
Kirovohrad, Cherkasy, Kyiv counties and Kyiv City.

4 We can find Dnyipropetrovsk, Poltava, Sumy and Chernihiv counties in the
Middle-East region.

5 The components of the South region are the following: Odessa, Mykolaiv,
Kherson, Zaporizhzhia counties and Autonomous Republic of Crimea with the
City of Sevastopol.

6 Kharkiv, Donetsk and Luhansk counties are situated in the East region.
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Based on the above-mentioned facts, it is not surprising that
some analysts say that in Ukraine not two but three languages are
used: Ukrainian, which has gained the status of the state language,
Russian as the postcolonial heritage language (cf. e.g. Masenko
2004), and the contact version of the two: Surzhyk (cf. e.g.
Berezovenko 2002). The mentioned three languages are widely
used by the speakers and compete with each other on the virtual
market. Bilaniuk (2004) had worked out the typology of Surzhyk
and, on the basis of historical, sociological and ideological factors,
established the following types: a) urbanized peasant Surzhyk; b)
village dialect-Surzhyk; c) Sovietized-Ukrainian Surzhyk; d) urban
bilinguals’ Surzhyk; e) post-independence Surzhyk.

Radchuk’s (2002a, 2002b) survey showed that, on the lexical
level, there is only a 10% difference between Standard Ukrainian
and Standard Russian. He also stated that the vocabulary of Surzhyk
differs approximately 10% from the standard versions of Ukrainian
and Russian, so it may become an independent language. Neverthe-
less, the linguistic description of Surzhyk is not completed; this con-
tact version is a good example of the historical aspect, the intensity
and the expansion of the close Ukrainian-Russian linguistic contacts.

In addition to all this, according to the results of Khmelko’s
survey (2004: 3–15) in 2001 12.4% of 5226 adult Ukrainian citi-
zens regarded Ukrainian and Russian as their two native languages.

As the given data show us Ukraine obviously is not mono-
lingual, however many researcher regard the existing multilingualism
as a problem (see e.g. Lozinskyi 2006: 217). The Ukrainian state
language policy would like to solve the discrepancy between the de
jure and the de facto situation by harmonising the language situa-
tion of the country with the codified legal situation. Namely, the
unspoken aim is to turn Ukraine into a practically monolingual, a
de facto Ukrainian-speaking state. Education is seen as an ideal
means to achieve these aims. The examples below, in our opinion,
prove that educational policy is used as a means to achieve the
goals of nation and language policy:

1. In the final statement of a council meeting in the Ministry
of Education and Science where the low level of teaching the offi-
cial language in ethnic schools was the key issue of the discussion,
the increasing number of schools with Ukrainian as the medium of
instruction was emphasized as a positive linguistic phenomenon.7

7 For the confirmation approved by the council meeting see the official website
of the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine. (http://www.mon.gov.ua/
newstmp/2008/20_03/doc.doc).
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There was no mention of strengthening minority languages as the
languages of instruction or teaching them as subjects in schools.
The state programme8 responsible for improving the level of teaching
the Ukrainian language also considers positively the rising number
of schools with Ukrainian as the language of instruction.

2. According to paragraph (8) of the statute N 244/2008
published by the President of Ukraine on March 20, 2008 about
the improvement of the quality of education in Ukraine, minori-
ties’ educational demands should be satisfied in such a way that
some subjects should be taught in Ukrainian in the minority schools.
The situation of minority language education is not discussed in
this document either.

3. Statute N 461 published by the Minister of Education, Ivan
Vakarchuk on May 26, 2008 put into force a departmental pro-
gramme (for the years between 2008 and 2011)9 for ethnic schools
in order to improve the teaching of Ukrainian language. According to
the action plan, from September 1, 2008 in the 5th grade of national-
ity schools the subject History of Ukraine should be taught bilin-
gually: in the native language and in the state language (at the ex-
pense of the optional lessons). In the 6th grade the subject should be
taught only in Ukrainian (from September 1, 2009). In the 6th grade
geography and in the 7th grade mathematics should be taught bilin-
gually, and then in the next grade they should only be taught in the
state language. The long-range aim of this educational model is to
form majority monolingualism through education. In this program
the role of minority languages is limited to helping the learning of the
second language. In the long run this model causes assimilation in-
stead of integration (Skutnabb-Kangas 1990).

4. According to the Government’s statute N1033 published
in September 30, 200910 in schools during working time only Ukrain-
ian can be used. In case of minority language medium schools
besides Ukrainian the language of instruction can be used too. It

8 The document entitled State programme for improving teaching the Ukrain-
ian language in schools where the medium of instruction is a nationality
language for the years of 2008–2011 is available in Ukrainian on the official
website of the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine.

9 For the document see the official website of the Ministry of Education and
Science of Ukraine: http://www.mon.gov.ua
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means that the Government endeavours not only to shift the lan-
guage of instruction to Ukrainian but also to make peoples use the
state language during the breaks too.

5. While the Ministry of Education quoted the very low
level and low efficiency of the official language teaching in ethnic
schools as the most important educational problem11, taking joint
school leaving and entrance examinations in Ukrainian language
and literature was made obligatory (statute N1171, dated Decem-
ber 25, 2007).12 The exam is obligatory for all the applicants of
higher education establishments, independently of what the person
would like to be, a Ukrainian philologist, a historian, a chemist or a
doctor. Exam requirements were absolutely the same for pupils
from schools with Ukrainian as the language of instruction and
pupils from ethnic schools.13 As a consequence of this in the year
of introduction (2008) 8.38% of school-leavers14 failed the Ukrainian
examination (country average), while among pupils from Hungar-
ian minority schools the ratio was 29.58%.15 In the academic year
2009/2010 9% of the applicants failed the exam in Ukrainian lan-
guage and literature, nevertheless in an ethnically mixed region,
Transcarpathia this ratio was 15%. Beginning with the 2009/2010
academic year, all the joint school leaving and entrance examina-
tions should be taken in Ukrainian in the country.16 According to
point 7.2 of the ministerial decree N33 published on January 24,
200817 examination tests are prepared in Ukrainian language in all
the subjects; for pupils of ethnic schools the examination material
will be translated in the transition period (in 2008 and in 2009) with

1 1 The Minister of Education stated the following in his speech held on March 4,
2008: ”It has turned out that instead of teaching the Ukrainian language, very
often they just imitate doing it, nevertheless the best marks were put in the
certificates.” http://www.mon.gov.ua/newstmp/2008/05_03/doc.doc

1 2 %�����������������������������
�������&������������'������������

�(��)������ ���������*� ���������� ���
�������� ���������*� ��������

����������������&���������&�������+�������������
����������
����

��� ��,�*����������*� ���������
�"  -���(������.�� ����"/$�"$"  .��$
1 3 I. Likarchuk, the leader of the centre for independent assessment in his letter

(written in Ukrainian) N01/10-661 dated July 17, 2008 to the president of the
Transcarpathian Hungarian Teachers’ Organization proclaimed that the state
requirements in the subject Ukrainian language and literature are the same for
pupils of Ukrainian or ethnic Hungarian schools.

1 4  See: http://www.testportal.gov.ua
1 5 See in the newspaper Kárpátalja (June 6, 2008)
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the exception of the test in Ukrainian language and literature.18

From the year 2010 translation will not be allowed.
6. In Ukraine minority languages are also present in higher

education; however the current education policy endangers their po-
sition too. The Minister of Education in his speech at the meeting of
the leaders of higher educational institutions held on March 21, 2008
said (my translation): “One of the most important tasks of the Minis-
try of Education and Science is the wholesale introduction of state
language education in higher educational institutions”.19 As a part of
this process the Ministry required the higher educational institutions
to provide statistics about the number of courses which are taught in
the institution according to degree programmes, and within this, how
many are taught in Ukrainian and how many are taught in other
languages. If there are courses that are not taught in the state lan-
guage, reasons should be provided. On the bases of the received
data on December 25, 2008 the Minister of Education wrote an
official letter (N19/9-480) to all higher education establishments and
established that the language of instruction partially or totally is not

1 6 According to the declaration written in the website of The Ministry of Educa-
tion and Science of Ukraine: ”In the transmission period (years of 2008, 2009)
the content of tests (with the exception of the test in Ukrainian language and
literature) will be translated to some of the minority languages. http://
www.mon.gov.ua /main.php?query=newstmp/2008/20_03/).
Added by the authors: In the letter of the ministry N2/2-14-2717 dated August
8, 2008 sent to the Regional Committee of Beregovo it is also written that
according to the decision of the government questions of school-leaving and at
the same time entrance examinations will be translated to minority languages
only in the 2008/2009 academic year.

17 %���� ������������ ������ � ��
�� ����&�� ��� ������������
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��������& ��������& ���������!!� ��� 24.01.2008 �.
18 The same is repeated in the description of the order of school-leaving and en-

trance examinations in the year of 2009 (point 7.2.), which was affirmed by the
ministerial decree N133 on March 13, 2009: %���� ������������ ������

� ��
�� ����&�� ��� ������������ ����������-�������* �����
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��������& ������ � 2009 ��(�����!!� ��� 18.03.2009 �.

19 The speech can be found in Ukrainian at: http://www.mon.gov.ua/
main.php?query=newstmp/2008/21_03
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Ukrainian in several institutions of the country. Referring to the Bo-
logna Declaration and the European Higher Education Area, moreo-
ver, to the integration and mobility of the Ukrainian students he
advised to the universities to make steps in order to foster that higher
education in Ukraine became more and more Ukrainian. For exam-
ple one of the Minister’s advices is that those teachers who did not
teach in Ukrainian (but mainly in Russian) hitherto should work as
guest teachers for a shorter or longer period at universities where the
language of instruction is Ukrainian. In exchange the home university
should receive guest lecturers who teach their subjects in Ukrainian.
The leader of the Ministry suggests the exchange and rotation of the
students as well. According to this, students of universities where the
medium of instruction is not Ukrainian should be sent to trainings
(lasting for several months or a semester) at universities where sub-
jects are taught in Ukrainian. The author of the letter stimulates teachers
to gradually start working out their notes and books in Ukrainian;
moreover, in the second semester beginning in February 2009 they
could try to teach some of the subjects in Ukrainian. Further on the
Minister of Education issued a decree N 341 on April 17, 2009 in
order to improve the education of Ukrainian technical terminology.
According to the document with the beginning of the academic year
2009/2010 the subject ‘Ukrainian technical terminology’ becomes
one of the obligatory subjects in all higher education institutions in
Ukraine, so teaching of it is also obligatory for all of the faculties
(point 2.4). The subject should end with a state examination (point
1.5) and should be taught for foreign students who are studying in
Ukraine, too (point 1.4).

In accordance with the above mentioned facts it is not sur-
prising that in the draft version of the Law on Higher Education
(worked out in spring 2008) Ukrainian appears as the only lan-
guage of instruction in higher education.20

Behind the above mentioned examples we can find the ideol-
ogy of strengthening the importance and the value of the official

2 0 I. Likarchuk, the leader of the centre for independent assessment in his previ-
ously mentioned letter N01/10-661 dated July 17, 2008 stated that the entrance
to the higher educational institutions happens on the basis of the results of the
centre for independent assessment and in the institutions education is provided
in the state language. In other words, according to the leader of the organiza-
tion which is responsible for the arrangement of the school-leaving and en-
trance examinations higher education will be (or would be) Ukrainian even in
the academic year 2008/2009.
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language. The state programme for improving the Ukrainian lan-
guage in the years 2004–2010, which was also adopted by the gov-
ernment, proclaims: ”The Ukrainian language has a leading position
in the state building process.” In this document language appears as
an important indicator of national identity. The standpoint of the
Constitutional Court (accepted on April 22, 2008) is the following:
“The status of the Ukrainian language as a state language is on the
same level between the components of the constitutional order of
the state as the territory, the capital and the symbols of the state.”

The question why education and the medium of education
has such an important role in the formation of the Ukrainian national
consciousness, and in the process of shaping the desired homogene-
ous Ukraine can be answered with the help of some statistic data.

The European Charter for Regional and Minority Languages
ratified by Ukraine in 2003 applies to the languages of 13 minority
communities (see Beregszászi and Csernicskó 2004, 2007). Table 3
shows the coincidence of language identity, language maintenance
and the language of instruction concerning the language of the ma-
jority (Ukrainians) and the above-mentioned 13 communities.

Table 3. Ethnicity, native language and the language of in-
struction data concerning larger ethnic communities in Ukraine.
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Table 3 demonstrates that language shift is at an advanced
stage in the case of communities which do not have native lan-
guage schools. In spite of the fact that Byelorussians are the sec-
ond largest minority (after the Russians) in Ukraine, there are no
schools with Byelorussian as the language of instruction and only
19.79% of them claim that their ethnicity is the same as their na-
tive language. In contrast to the Byelorussians, the Romanians and
the Hungarians, for instance, are devoted both to their language
and schools. It is, of course, not easy to decide that the high number
of people who maintain their own language has coincidence with
the fact that they can learn in their own language or they are de-
voted to their schools because their attitudes towards maintaining
the language are strong. However, it could be probable that the two
indicators correlate and strengthen each other.

Concerning the above-mentioned data, it is not surprising
that the Ukrainian state thinks that citizens could be made Ukrain-
ian monolingual speakers by reducing the number of schools with
minority languages used as medium of instruction and by increas-
ing the number of those pupils who get education in Ukrainian.
These efforts aim to reach the Ukrainification of the Russian-domi-
nant eastern and southern parts of the country.

The use of educational policy with the aim of assimilation is
strengthened by the Ukrainian nation’s own experiences. In the
age of the Soviet Union, in the eastern and southern parts of the
former USSR (Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic) there was hardly
any school where the language of instruction was Ukrainian. Large
numbers of Ukrainian pupils learned in schools where Russian was
the language of instruction. This could be one of the reasons why
only 40% of the Crimean people, 41% of the people in the county
of Donetsk, and 50% of the people in the county of Luhansk claimed
Ukrainian as their native language.21

In light of the developments in education, language and mi-
nority policy in the recent past, it seems clear that the Ukrainian
elite, which in 1991 became a national majority from a Soviet
minority, continues the inherited Leninist policies and methods to-
wards ethnic minorities.

The essence of this kind of policy is to ensure broad rights
for the minorities. Meanwhile it is suggested to them that minori-
ties can be successful if they choose schools with Ukrainian as the

2 1 See census data on the website http://www.ukrcenzus.gov.ua
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medium of instruction, and if eventually they shift from their own
language to Ukrainian. Namely, the state regards assimilation as
the way of minority integration.

In this system the role of the minorities is that they can
wear their national costumes at folklore festivals, they can sing
their own songs, dance their traditional dances, perhaps attend
their own churches and cook their national meals. But as soon as
they enter a state office, their workplace or their schools, they
should (possibly spontaneously) switch to Ukrainian.

Thus, Ukraine, instead of fostering the present-day ethnic
and linguistic diversity, pursues the state model that is colorful from
the ethnic point of view but homogeneous linguistically (in particu-
lar Ukrainian monolingual). After Russification which was disguised
as Soviet internationalism, now the decade of Ukranification is
coming disguised as democratic multiculturalism.

Address:
István Csernicskó
Kossuth sq. 6
90202 Beregszász
Ukraine

E-mail: csistvan@kmf.uz.ua
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Kokkuvõte. István Csernicskó: Ukraina hariduspoliitika keeletea-
duslikud aspektid. Vastavalt ukraina keeleseaduse konstitutsioonile (de
jure) on Ukraina ükskeelne riik. Siiski on Ukraina (de facto) mitmekeel-
ne. Ukraina riigikeele poliitika tahaks juriidiliselt kehtestatud ja tegelik-
kuse vahelist lahknevust lahendada selliselt, et Ukraina keeleline olukord
ühtlustataks kodifitseeritud seadusliku olukorraga. Kuigi sellest ei räägi-
ta, tahetakse Ukraina muuta ükskeelseks, s.o (de facto) ukraina keelt rää-
kivaks riigiks. Hariduses nähakse ideaalset abivahendit niisuguste ees-
märkide saavutamiseks. Käesolevas artiklis toetavad viimase väitekehti-
vust mitmed asjaolud. Selle asemel et soodustada tänapäevast etnilist ja
keelelist mitmekesisust, jätkab Ukraina riikliku mudeliga, mis on küll
mitmekesine etnilisest seisukohast, kuid keeleliselt homogeenne. And-
med, mida siinses uurimuses esitletakse, toovad esile selle, et nimetatud
protsessiga kaasnevad suured kaotused ka Ungari vähemustele Taga-
Karpaatias.

Märksõnad: Ukraina keelepoliitika, hariduspoliitika, ungarlased Taga-
Karpaatias




