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Introduction 
In my dissertation I study the language identity of Sub-Carpathian students, with special 
regard to their dialect attitude. With these students being members of a minority it is 
especially important for them to have a positive attitude towards their mother language, 
mother language dialect, since their healthy language identity can only be born this way 
despite the more disadvantageous political and economic position of the Hungarian language, 
which identity is essential to the staying alive of a minority.  Schools can do the most to create 
a balanced mother language identity and to counterbalance negative effects on the part of the 
state. The school is the place where young people can get particular opinions, multilateral 
information about their mother language, its variant forms, the language dialect used at home. 
Paying attention to the mother language dialect is also important because a kind of 
anachronism can be observed in the case of Hungarian language variants across the borders 
because of its separate development, the limited fields of language use, thus, many young 
people face the fact that the language variant used at home is not enough for good progress 
first only when getting to school.  However, the way this confrontation takes place does 
matter. In Hungary as well as in Sub-Carpathia the stress has been put on grammatical 
correctness besides teaching grammar in teaching schedules used so far. These teaching 
schedules, course books paid less attention to the primary language variant of the students and 
to the contact phenomena in minority situations. This attitude did not prove itself efficient. 
Many surveys prove that students are uncertain in many cases, they do not know the standard 
language equivalent of an expression, they do not know that the grammar forms they use even 
in their written language is not a standard language form, but a dialect (Beregszászi 2004: 77–
96; Czibere 2004: 32–39; Felde 1992: 177–191; Kiss 1998: 257–269; Lanstyák–Szabómihály 
1997: 193). In recent years we can read about the necessity to change the attitude, methods, 
goals of teaching the mother language in more and more manuals, studies, course books: the 
additive mother language education is more efficient than the transposing one (Antalné Szabó 
2003: 293–297, Beregszászi 2004: 77–96, 2009: 20–25, Beregszászi–Csernicskó 2004: 168–
173, 2007: 44–62, Csernicskó 2008a: 105–147, Kolláth 2003: 349-354, Kontra 2003: 355–
358, 2010: 83, Kiss 2001: 149–152, 2002: 263–269, Sándor K. 1995: 121–148, Sándor 2007: 
233–238). It is a great development that the new teaching schedule written in 2005 for the 5-
12 classes of Hungarian schools in Sub-Carpathia adopted a new attitude that pays attention to 
the results of recent studies (Kótyuk 2005: 159).  This schedule is only in effect in classes up 
to ninth grade so far; in higher grades the old schedule is used. The editors set reaching an 
appropriate level of communication competence as their goal (Kótyuk 2005: 3).  
As a practicing teacher of Hungarian language, however, it is clear to me that the differences 
between the schedule’s demands and everyday reality are often great, since the opinions and 
prejudices fixed and spread earlier are hard to shape. For this to succeed, we must know 
exactly the problems we face.   
In the interests of this goal I search the answer to the following: 
- How do Hungarian students in Sub-Carpathia relate to their mother language, its different 
variants, dialects, its users. 
- How significant is the degree of consistency and consciousness observed in the answers. 
- In connection with the previous question how developed is their knowledge of the standard 
language, how large is the gap between reality and opinion.  
- Which are those sociological variables that are in the strongest connection with the received 
data.  
- Which are those factors (attitude of teacher, teaching material, own experience, and 
stereotypes based on prejudices) that shape or can shape the language identity of this age 
group is also a question I wish to get an answer to.  
- How significant is the role and efficiency of the school in shaping language identity.   



 

2 
 

Having an answer to these questions the methods used for teaching the mother 
language to minorities can be made more efficient, this way the healthy language identity of 
growing generations can be strengthened, which can be of decisive consequence for keeping 
the language intact.  

   Subject and method of research 
By language identity we mean the speakers’ knowledge of languages in general, in a more 
strict sense their collective knowledge of their own language, and their language variant. We 
can differentiate three components, fields of this knowledge: language competence, 
communication competence and the so-called metalanguage competence.  
In my essay I study the language identity of Sub-Carpathian students in connection with this 
third component, since this greatly affects the development of the appropriate level of 
communication competence set as a goal in the Hungarian language teaching schedule. By 
metalanguage competence I mean all that knowledge affecting language use one way or 
another that defines the mother language, mother language variant, language use of others, 
different language variants, language phenomena and stereotypes of the individual or the 
group; that affects the way one qualifies a language, language use, language phenomenon as 
beautiful or ugly, useful or less useful, correct or incorrect.  
I publish the data gathered and analyzed keeping the idea of descriptive adequateness in mind 
in the following, deeply connected chapters.  
- The distribution of the group studied according to different sociological variables 
- Analyzing the students’ attitude towards their mother language and the state language.  
- Analyzing opinions on different language variants 
- Appreciation and judgment of language dialects, those using a language dialect according to 
the participants, and stereotypes in connection with these phenomena.  
- Studying the knowledge of the standard language 
- Description of a survey conducted among Hungarian teachers in Sub-Carpathia.  
During my research I keep in mind the possible effects of independent variables, but –based 
on my hypotheses- I publish and analyze every data in connection with three factors (place of 
residence, type of school, Hungarian language grade) all throughout my study.  

 
About data gathering 

With regards to the size of the chosen group and the goal of empirically studying and 
comparing data using questionnaires for data gathering proved the most efficient method; I 
could ask the same questions from several people, and in the end I got numerical data that 
could be statistically analyzed.  
Statistical data were completed with fixed, controlled conversations, in the course of which 
the participants could tell those observations that they could not give in the questionnaire, due 
to its fixed nature.  
Besides these two active, direct gathering methods, because of my job as a teacher I have the 
opportunity to enrich the subject material with passive methods, with observations as a 
participant. Although this method gives less exact data, nevertheless, it completes the other 
two methods well.  
Using the language identity of Hungarian students in Sub-Carpathia I chose 14-17 years old 
students as participants, since in this age they could have already been subject to several 
positive or negative experiences that could shape their opinion about the language (Felde 
1992: 177, Kiss 1996: 139, 1996a: 404, 1998: 257).    
Choosing the group I struggled for a complete pattern: I wanted to ask every secondary school 
student in Sub-Carpathia directly before graduation and those in ninth grade, and the students 
of graduating classes (ninth grade) of two elementary schools in each county. Because of the 
incomplete classes I encountered during the data gathering period and because I could not 
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arrange the survey in a school not every single member of the chosen age group could answer 
my questionnaire, but the resulting pattern still represents Hungarian students in Sub-
Carpathia well.  
During my research I gathered data between 2006 and 2008 in 46 schools from 37 settlements 
(37 secondary institutions, 8 elementary schools, 1 teacher-training college): I asked 764 
graduating students (789, including the 25 attending teacher-training college) and 701 ninth 
grade students.  
These data were completed by asking 150 teachers about their attitude towards dialects and 
those using dialects. Based on the number of questionnaires I recorded controlled 
conversations with teachers in 15 Hungarian schools in Sub-Carpathia (mainly teachers of 
Hungarian language).  Choosing the schools I kept in mind the distribution of questionnaires 
that were filled out by students and their teachers upon whom my dissertation is based on 
according to county and settlement type.   
 

Hypotheses 
Studying the language identity of Hungarian students in Sub-Carpathia I expect the following 
results based on earlier, similar research programs and my previous observations, 
experimental gatherings.  
It is my opinion that the students’ opinion about languages, language variants, especially 
language dialects is very uncertain, undetermined. Positive attitude can be strengthened by 
emotional ties and by putting stress on the importance of tolerance at the school and in the 
media. They feel it is important to preserve their traditions. The distinctive attitude can be 
strengthened by language prejudices shared by the common knowledge (which prejudices are 
often also suggested by different media). They could feel that only those can get along who is 
in line with the globalized world and who is not conservative from a lingual point of view.  
- They do know that it is important to know the state language, but emotionally they are more 
attached to the Hungarian language 
- They see the difference between the Sub-Carpathian and the Hungarian use of the Hungarian 
language, and they will claim that their language use is the more beautiful one 
- In connection with dialects and dialect speakers they will speak in a careful, rather 
distinctive but not negative way 
- The standard language knowledge of students in my opinion is not appropriate. I think 
among the students there is also a difference between the use and the judgement of different 
language phenomena.  
- Teachers have the problems concerning language use at heart but their attitude towards 
dialects can not be called rational.  
According to my hypothesis the type of settlement, the type of the school and the Hungarian 
language grade shows a significant connection with most variables. Besides these factors – to 
a different extent according to different question groups- the gender, the age, the mother 
language, the highest qualification of the parents, and the geographical position of the 
settlement (the county) of the participants can affect the answers as well.  
 

Results 
After processing and multilaterally analyzing data it turned out that the opinion of students 
about languages, language variants, especially dialects is rather uncertain, undetermined, in 
many cases controversial.  
Most of the time the results showed significant connection with the type of residence and the 
type of school of students and their Hungarian language grade. From the other known 
sociological characteristics – according to question groups- mostly the participants’ gender, 
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mother language, the parents’ qualification and the geographical position of the school (its 
county) affected the answers most.  
 
-The studied group is bilingual, with Hungarian as the dominant language: they use 
Hungarian more and are emotionally more attached to it. However, students do know that to 
succeed it is important to know the state language as well (several students realized this after 
some negative experience). Those students who study in a town school and/or get better 
grades in a town school know and use the state language in a larger percent. Results 
concerning this phenomenon show significant connection with the sociological variables of 
social background and residence most.  
 
-Participants know that the Hungarian language we speak is different from the Hungarian one; 
the speech of Sub-Carpathian people is characterized with the more frequent dialect 
phenomena. However, the use of contact phenomena is less conscious among them. In 
contrast with my hypothesis they claim that the language of Hungarian areas is more beautiful 
than the one used in Sub-Carpathia. They speak about their immediate homes’ language use 
and the language of the neighbors with caution. Sayings mocking each other’s speech are not 
known or used among them (as they say). They sense the difference between the language use 
of generations. Town students, or students who go to town schools are more confident, and 
they claim the speech of their environment is more beautiful than of those living in a village.  
 
 - Village students, on the other hand, are more familiar with the characteristics of different 
language variants. Students from graduating classes and students who get good grades from 
Hungarian language are often praised for their language use.  
 
- In the case of questions concerning dialects, dialect users a distinctive attitude is 
characteristic of the students: they do not claim themselves to be dialect speakers, although 
they do admit that their language use is not the same in every situation. In family environment 
the not-standard language bothers them less than in the public (it is especially true in the case 
of the media). The fact that in spite of this distinctive behavior they do not speak negatively 
about people who are mentioned to be dialect speakers, they disagree with statements that 
speak about these people in a negative way, and most of them would be sorry if these variants 
disappeared suggests a hidden prestige. Village boys who get better grades speak about this 
variant of the Hungarian language in a more positive, permitting way. The same is true about 
children of parents with low qualifications.   
 
- According to the data the participating students often use non-standard language forms in 
writing. Among them the use of phenomena used in Hungary is more conscious than the use 
of those more characteristic of Sub-Carpathia. The sentence-correcting exercise type caused 
the greatest difficulties: the students used the most non-standard language forms here. The 
graduating students who get good grades gave the most standard language answers.  
 
- The majority of Sub-Carpathian teachers I asked is on some level of Hungarian-dominant 
bilingualism.  They claim to use Hungarian standard language most at work as well as after it. 
It is proven that they sense the differences between Hungarian language use in Hungary and 
in Sub-Carpathia: mostly they see the difference in contact phenomena and dialect use. 
However, they definitely claim that the Sub-Carpathian speech is more beautiful. Most of 
them defined the term dialect: they see this variant mostly as an expression of tradition and 
identity. Although they admit that this dialect is used in their environment, they show a 
distinctive attitude. This is probably caused by prejudices in connection with dialects, dialect 
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speakers. Although the participants openly defied negative stereotypes in connection with 
dialect speakers, they cannot fully get rid of them. The use of P/3 person when speaking about 
dialect speakers suggests this: the teachers do not count themselves among them. It is 
definitely a positive sign that this variant has a hidden prestige among them despite the 
distinctive attitude: preserving the dialect is said to be important, its disappearance would be a 
sad event. It is fortunate that more participants told that the results of recent linguistic 
research programs get to the level of public education and they see it as a duty to convey these 
results to the students despite of the less and less teaching hours. Also, they see the 
importance of their role in preserving the Hungarian education in Sub-Carpathia, informing 
students and parents. Most of the time the difference between answers is statistically 
significant between town and village teachers, and between those teaching the mother 
language and those who do not.   
 

Conclusions 
During my PhD research I wanted to get a picture of the language identity of Sub-Carpathian 
students, especially their attitude towards dialects. It was my goal to contribute to Sub-
Carpathian sociolinguistic research programs and to have answers to questions that can help 
elaborate more efficient methods for the teaching of the mother language, and its successful 
application in practice. To the questions stated in the introduction of my work I can give the 
following results based on the gathered data:  
- The prestige of Hungarian language is high among students; however, they know that it is 
important to know the state language. They claim that the Sub-Carpathian language use is not 
as beautiful as the Hungarian one. They speak more positively of the Hungarian speech of 
their settlement than of the Hungarian speech of the neighboring settlements, and as its cause 
they give the answer that it is more “dialect-like”.  This condemning attitude with a bit of 
disdain towards dialects is present in the case of most questions, but they disagree with 
negative statements  directly concerning this question, and they would not like these “old”, 
“traditional” language variants to disappear. This suggests a hidden prestige.  
- In the answers of the participants certain inconsistencies and contradictions can always be 
observed. For example, most of them disagree with the statement that today very few people 
use dialects in their everyday speech, however, they claim that this language variant is not 
known in their settlement, and they themselves do not know it, either. This suggests an 
uncertainty about questions concerning language, language use.  
 
- The answers concerning language variants and dialects are not verified by questions 
concerning the knowledge of the standard language: non-standard language solutions to the 
sentence-correcting exercise type were present in a greater percent than the number of those 
who claimed to speak a dialect. This also proves that the students asked are not certain about 
questions concerning language use: there is a great difference between their own opinion, 
judgment, and reality, the practice.  
 
- Most questions show significant connection with the settlement type of students: their 
origins greatly affect their attitude towards languages, language variants. The type of school 
also greatly affects the answers: graduating students can compose their opinion most 
accurately, and they are the ones who know the standard language forms best. However, they 
are less allowing about dialects. The same is true about students having better grades from 
Hungarian language: they fare better than the less successful students when answering 
questions concerning concrete knowledge (What is a dialect? Do you know any words or 
expressions that are different in Hungary than here in Sub-Carpathia? Do you know any 
words or expressions that are told differently in your settlement than in the neighboring 
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one?), but the latter are more allowing in connection with non-standard language usage. When 
solving exercises concerning standard language knowledge, the results were also affected by 
the type of school and the grade received from Hungarian language. From the other 
sociological variables the data were affected by regional position (county) and language 
environment (Hungarian majority, Ukrainian majority, or sporadic Hungarian presence). 
Students living in a sporadic Hungarian presence environment are more conscious about 
questions concerning language use: for them it is not so natural to speak Hungarian, study 
Hungarian language. Towards the different language variants they are more tolerant as well, 
than other students living and studying in a Hungarian majority environment.  
 
- Surveys conducted among students and their teachers prove that the teaching schedule 
conveying the new mother language teaching attitude, the information-centered scientific 
lectures given during teachers’ further education courses already produced results: both 
groups distance themselves from openly negative opinions concerning different language 
variants and their users. The present research also proves (comparing the answers given by the 
two groups) what is already supported by surveys formerly quoted: the role of the teacher, 
their personal opinion concerning languages, phenomena of language use shape the language 
identity of their students. It also became clear that it is not only their teachers’ positive or 
negative critics, remarks that affect the students’ attitude. In this age their language use (as 
well as their behavior, dress code or tastes) is shaped, affected largely by the opinion of their 
environment, friends, or the different written or electronic media.  
 
- Based on the numbers and the written and told stories and my personal experience and 
observations Sub-Carpathian Hungarian teachers direct their students’ language attitude in the 
right direction, but even they themselves cannot get rid of their habits that were created and 
fixed by long years, that reflect the effect of stereotypes. They can be influenced by the 
expectation of the environment, according to which a teacher must speak “in a gentlemanly 
way”. This statement is supported by the fact that although their answers concerning the 
dialect use of others show a positive or at least allowing attitude, they distance themselves 
from these language variants.  
The desired goal, creating an appropriate level of communication competence, however, can 
only be reached if these obstacles disappear, or at least weaken. It can be stated that the 
present direction is appropriate, and that the teachers try to follow it. The following can be of 
help: 
Besides students attending teacher training colleges, the Hungarian major of universities or 
colleges it would be important for other students to study dialectology and sociolinguistics. 
These teachers also shape the students’ opinion as much as their colleagues teaching the 
mother language. The responsibility is too great to stand before a “mistake” in language use 
unprepared, uninformed.  
It would be important to publish teaching supplements, textbooks that publish the language 
phenomena of regional and social language variants in comparison with the standard language 
form, and which contain exercises that concern choosing the appropriate language variant 
form in a conversational situation. An example of this can be that Swiss publication written 
by Peter Sieber and Horst Sitta that József Szabó describes in his article published in 2005 
(Sieber–Sitta 1994, Szabó J. 2005: 59–70). It would also be important that the style of this 
publication does not suggest any distinctive attitude toward the dialects, the Sub-Carpathian 
language variant of the Hungarian language: the use P/1 person in the text could be efficient. 
The students then would feel that this language variant is really ours, we are the ones using it, 
and the authors also feel and claim it as their own (see the style of the University publication 
in Slovakia: Menyhárt–Presinszky–Sándor 2008). Spreading and giving information about 
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works written for a greater audience like the booklet already mentioned above what is 
intended for parents and teachers and what is written by István Csernicskó and Lajos Göncz 
or the recently published publication called Megtart a szó (The word will preserve us) that 
presents the results of sociolinguistic researches in Sub-Carpathia (Csernicskó–Göncz 2009, 
Csernicskó edit. 2010) can greatly affect the shaping of the community’s opinion.    
We have a great deal of common work, and responsibility, working either in the public 
education or in the higher education; living either in Hungary or across the borders. It is also 
our important common task to help diminish the negative attitudes towards different language 
variants and language uncertainties stemming from these attitudes. The fact that we know: 
every change of this nature must first start in the minds of the people (Antalné Szabó 2004: 
344–345) only grows our responsibility. Looking at the whole society, the opportunities of the 
school in this regard are great, if not the greatest.  
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