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Abstract
The Muslim minority in Thrace is a heterogeneous group of people regarding their cultural and linguistic
identities. It consists of Muslims of Turkish origin who speak Turkish as their mother tongue, of Pomaks, who
speak Pomak, and of Roma, who speak Romani. Their educational-linguistic situation is fraught with
long-lasting problems, which are attributed to the inherent characteristics of ‘Minority Εducation’, a term used to
describe a specific group of primary and secondary schools, situated exclusively in the area of Thrace, that
operates under a special regime, as stipulated in legal instruments of international law and bilateral agreements,
and can be attended only by Muslim minority children.
Extensive research over the years has shown that there are serious impediments in these students learning Greek
as an L2, even after the implementation of the Project for Reform in the Education of Muslim Children (PEM)
and the additional educational material that targeted this particular religious minority. The results show that most
of these students do not achieve a language level of A2 in Greek and, thus, exhibit low school performance.
Similar results have been recorded in research papers concerning learning English as a FL, which is a
compulsory school subject, by Muslim minority students in both public and minority primary schools. These
students also fail to achieve the foreign language attainment level set in the school curriculum.
The present paper seeks to outline the unchartered causes of this situation, delve into the language situation of
Muslim students and suggest possible and viable solutions.
Keywords: minority education, bilingualism, trilingualism, second language learning (L2), foreign language
teaching (FL)
1. Definitions and Conceptual Framework
It is important to clarify certain concepts such as L2, FL, bilingualism and trilingualism in relation to the Muslim
group which is studied in the present paper before attempting any suggestions that will offer viable solutions to
the previously-described language situation of these students.
1.1 Second Language (L2) and Foreign Language (FL)
Second Language (L2) is the language people learn after the acquisition of their mother tongue
(Triarchi-Herrmann, 2000, p. 55; Halkopoulou, 2014, p. 27). The difference between second and foreign
language is the setting and the condition in which the second language code is learnt as outlined in Table 1.
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Table 1. Difference between second and foreign language learning setting
Language learning setting (Note 1)
Time
Place
Reason

Second Language (L2)
Foreign Language (FL)
The acquisition of L1 has already progressed or has just been concluded
In a language setting among native speakers
In a language setting where there is minimum or
no contact with native speakers
Present need to improve communication
Personal choice/interest or school subject that
skills for everyday use
provides future qualifications

Both terms seem to be freely interchangeable in most research papers. The term L2 is usually used instead of FL
to refer to all other languages learnt besides the mother tongue (Bella, 2011, p. 21).
1.2 Individual and Societal Bilingualism/Trilingualism
The term Individual bilingualism/trilingualism focuses on the individual; it includes the language development
or behaviour on a personal level and refers to the language competence of the individual language user. Societal
bilingualism/trilingualism focus on the social implications of the language situation of bilingual/trilingual people
and their communication in a particular geographical area (Clyne, 1997, pp. 301–314; Damanakis-Skourtou,
2001, pp. 88–98). It refers to a situation where two or three different languages (abstand languages) are used in a
particular speech community.
In the present paper the term trilingualism is used to highlight the fact that pomak and romani are constantly
ignored as the mother tongues of a large part of Muslim students.
2. Overview of the Current Situation
2.1 Population of the Muslim Minority in Thrace
The Muslim minority in Thrace is the only explicitly recognized minority in Greece (Note 2) and it is a religious
minority that resides in the area of Thrace in northern Greece (Kotsonis, 2015, p. 74; Nola, 2017, p. 75). It
consists of three different groups, those of Turkish origin, who speak Turkish as their mother tongue, the Pomaks,
who speak the pomak language (Αdamou, 2012, pp. 7–8; Markou, 2002, pp. 43–46; Gkiouzelidis, 2018, pp. 4,
24) and Roma, who speak romani (Adamou, 2008; Αdamou, 2012, p. 23; Gkiouzelidis, 2018, p. 6; Sella-Mazi,
2016, p. 36). Each of these groups has its own cultural traditions and quite separate speech communities, mainly
in terms of their areas of residence.
2.2 The Language Identity of Muslim Students in Minority Primary Education and Public Primary Education
As already mentioned, the Muslim minority in Thrace is a religious minority consisting of three different cultural
and language groups. Their common religious beliefs have, however, led the Greek state to treat them as a
community that also shares a common language and linguistic background and ignored their different cultural
traditions, their own self-identification (Note 3) and their distinct mother tongues which are linguistically
unrelated. Romani is an oral language and pomak is of Slavic origin with significant similarities to the Slavic
family of languages such as Bulgarian and is also an oral language though there have been attempts to develop
its written form by the Pomaks. It should be noted that the Muslims of Turkish origin who speak Turkish as their
mother-tongue are only 50% of the total Muslim minority community (Dimasi, Papastamatis, & Stogios, 2014,
pp. 14–15).
Furthermore, the languages used by the different groups are not in direct relation to their common religious
identity or to their ethnic origin. The Turkish-speaking inhabitants of Thrace use a variety of the language which
differs significantly from the formal language used in the neighbouring country of Turkey and is considered a
separate dialect. The Roma, who number fewer members than the other two groups, speak romani which differs
widely either from Turkish or the variety of Turkish spoken in Thrace (Sella-Mazi, 2016, p. 36). The Pomaks
have their own very distinct mother tongue which is an east Bulgarian and south Slavic language variety with
great geographical variation. It is only spoken and used by the particular speech community in the specific
geographical area as their vernacular and is considered of pivotal importance for their identity and a point of
reference of their cultural heritage (Sella-Mazi, 2016, p. 36) (Note 4). It should be noted that in terms of the
ethnic origin and identity of the Pomaks there is a long-standing controversy between Greeks, Bulgarians and
Turks, each one making different claims on both the language and ethnic origin of the Pomaks (Askouni, 2006,
pp. 34–35; Empirikos et al., 2001, pp. 22–33; Sella-Mazi, 2001, pp. 195–196).
2.3 Teaching L2 in Minority Primary Schools in Thrace
Current minority education (Note 5) is bilingual (Lazaridou, 2017, p. 6). Students are taught the Turkish
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language as mother tongue and the Greek language as L2. Moreover, there is a dichotomy of the curriculum in
minority primary education (Note 6) as students are taught religious education, maths physics and chemistry in
Turkish and history, geography, studies of the environment and P.E. in Greek. At the same time, they are taught
modern foreign languages, English as their first foreign language and either French or German as their second.
The Greek language is taught with no reference to the Cross Thematic Curriculum Framework for compulsory
education. Instead, teachers use as a reference point the guidelines provided by the programme PEM (Note 7)
and its teaching material which aims at teaching Greek as an L2 and which was compiled in 2000 (Huseyinoglu,
2012, p. 248).
Extensive research (Berdis, 2015; Bora, 2010; Theologou, 2017; Gkaintartzi & Tsokalidou, 2011; Gkaintartzi,
Kiliari, & Tsokalidou, 2015; Gkiouzelidis, 2018; Huseyinoglu, 2012; Kaintatzi, 2017; Malamidis, 2008;
Xanthopoulou, 2008; Sakonidis, 2017; Salim, 2017; Spathariotou, 2012; Simeonidis, 2014; Skourtou &
Kourti-Kazoulli, 2016) in the area has highlighted the following discrepancies and impediments.
A. on a practical level:
• lack of teachers’ awareness and training
(1) in the area of bilingualism and its implications
(2) in the appropriate teaching approach to the educational material
(3) in the need to renew and renovate the educational content used for teaching the Greek language as an L2
B. on a theoretical-scientific level
• the Muslim minority is mistakenly considered a homogeneous Turkish-speaking group regarding the
linguistic policy of central government (Skourtou & Kourti-Kazoulli, 2016, p. 15; Gkiouzelidis, 2018, p. 24).
• the educational material used lacks provision for all those Muslim students (Pomaks, Romα) whose mother
tongue is not Turkish and they are forced to learn the Turkish language as an L2 and the Greek language as
an L3 (Gkiouzelidis, 2018, pp. 25, 46–47; Kotsonis, 2015, pp. 83–84).
• the low level attainment in the Greek language which is observed to almost all Muslims students that finish
primary education despite the exclusive use of the material designed by the proponents of the programme
PEM for the last 20 years (Kaitatzi, 2017; Kaxira et al., 2011, pp. 106–107; Kotsonis, 2015, pp. 78, 175;
Lazaridou, 2017, p. 115; Sakonidis, 2017, pp. 42–45).
2.4 Teaching L2 to Muslim Students in the Public Primary Schools in Thrace
Teaching Greek to the children of the Muslim minority in the public primary schools has been fraught with
systemic impediments (Kalliga, 2016, pp. 40–41, 112; Kotsonis, 2015, pp. 79–83) as far as their learning of the
language is concerned since:
• the current curricula used in public primary schools set as a prerequisite that the Greek language is the pupils’
mother tongue. As a result, they employ teaching practices and methods accordingly
• Muslim students are taught with the same textbooks as those used for the students who speak Greek as their
mother tongue
• in terms of the educational policy adopted there is no special provisions for bilingualism which is the main
end-result anticipated for these students
• teachers are not trained to use differentiated teaching methods in order to cater for the deficiencies observed
in the curriculum and the textbooks regarding potential bilingual students.
It should be noted, however, a constant rise in the number of Muslim children that attend public primary schools
(Mitsiou, 2010, p. 82; Kotsonis, 2015, pp. 90–91). In 1999–2000 the number of Muslim children registered in
public primary schools was 100 which is rather small compared to the year 2004–2005 when they reached the
201, followed by the year 2005–2006 and a total number of 343. In 2007–2008 the number of Muslim students
that attended public primary schools, 480 students, was higher than that of the students that opted for schools
that provided minority education, 465 in total (Notaras, 2008). More recent evidence show that these numbers
continue to increase. In 2015–2016, a total of 1867 Muslim children attended public primary schools, 654 in
Xanthi, 602 in Rodopi and 611 in Evros (Note 8).
2.5 Teaching FL in Minority Primary Schools in Thrace
The English language is taught as a mandatory foreign language in all public schools and is also part of the
curriculum in minority primary schools. However, minority primary schools that are located in rural areas, far
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from the metropolitan cities and number only a few students, are deprived of such a privilege as there is a lack of
English language teachers. It is estimated that English is not taught in 2.789 minority schools which are the 45%
of the total number of primary minority schools (Dimasi, 2014, pp. 14–15). Therefore, students there finish
primary school without having been taught English as part of their curriculum, at least in the lower grades.
In minority primary schools English is taught as a FL to Muslim students who are:
•

of Turkish origin and speak Turkish as their mother tongue and Greek as a L2

•

Pomaks, they speak pomak as their mother tongue but are taught Turkish as a mother tongue at school
and Greek as a L2

•

Roma, they speak romani as their mother tongue but are taught Turkish as a mother tongue at school
and Greek as a L2.

Thus, in minority primary schools, students are taught Turkish, Greek and English. As already mentioned, half of
these students do not speak any of these languages and use a different language to communicate with their own
speech community. Their education is referred to as bilingual, however, it is built on the false premise that all
Muslim students share the same mother tongue. For these students, language learning and especially foreign
language learning proves to be a difficult and even impossible task, one that is fraught with inherent
impediments that undermine their language and school performance.
2.6 Teaching FL in Public Primary Schools with Muslim Students in Thrace.
As already mentioned, the English language is taught as a mandatory foreign language in all public primary
schools (Dendrinos et al., 2013, p. 72) without there being any difference in the objectives outlined in the Cross
Thematic Curriculum Framework for compulsory education and the new Integrated Foreign Languages
Curriculum between public and minority primary schools.
According to the Cross Thematic Curriculum Framework for compulsory education, English as a FL is taught
with reference to the Greek language which is considered students’ mother tongue. In particular, in the specific
goals outlined there, it is emphasized that students have to develop ‘abilities that will allow them to use their
mother tongue and the foreign language at the same time’ (2003, p. 355). This particular goal is further
elaborated in various objectives which determine that students have ‘to convey in Greek the gist of an English
oral or written text’, to discuss or produce a brief written text in the FL based on a written or oral text in L1 or
vice versa, ‘to read similar texts one in Greek and the other in English and identify parallel or conflicting
messages’ (2003, p. 377). In this frame, there are several suggested activities such as translations of English and
Greek texts or the hosting of a literary event where excerpts from novels by Greek or American authors will be
read (2003, p. 377).
The new Integrated Foreign Languages Curriculum, which is also used in compulsory education, and the English
school textbooks presuppose knowledge of the Greek language as the students’ mother tongue and take into
consideration the principal methodology and the differences between L1/FL regarding structure, vocabulary and
other aspects of the language. For instance, the mediation (Note 9) activities included in the textbooks both for
oral and written production are in Greek (Note 10) and there are several other instances where Greek is referred
to as the students’ mother tongue.
It seems, therefore, that in the case of Muslim students, who attend public primary schools, they have to learn
English as part of the curriculum and:
• are taught the English language alongside with the rest of the students who have Greek as their mother
tongue
• some of them are of Turkish origin and speak Turkish as their mother tongue
• some of them are Pomaks and speak pomak as their mother tongue
• some of them are Rom and speak romani as their mother tongue
These students are taught English as their first foreign language on the premise that Greek is their mother tongue.
3. Discussion
There are ways to improve the current situation and help Muslim minority students improve their second and
foreign language literacy.
Initially, the terms bilingualism and trilingualism need to be clarified and redefined in relation to the different
language groups that belong to the Muslim minority in Thrace and the extent of multilingualism encountered
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within this group. The teaching methodology and material used in minority and public schools should be
reconsidered and re-designed in relation to the aforementioned issues of trilingualism and bilingualism Muslim
students face and with respect to their mother tongues and cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, in the case of
public schools, Muslim students can be assisted with learning material which is designed for bilingual students
and additional teaching hours that would help improve their L2 and FL level of proficiency.
On a broader level, there need to be a shift in educational language policy in relation to Muslim minority
students and their learning of Greek as a second language and English as a foreign language. Issues of
multilingualism, of appropriate teaching material and/or textbooks, of teaching practices and approaches as well
as of sufficiently-qualified educators need to be tackled on the level of central policy towards the minority
students in Thrace. The extent to which the special language needs these students have, as a result of their
multilingualism and of their language identities, are taken into consideration is a matter of educational policy, its
affordances and perspectives as well as its long-term goals and aspirations.
In the case of Muslim students who either attend minority or public schools, learning English as a FL is
contingent upon the teaching material used. That includes textbooks and the curriculum. It is also heavily
depended on the teaching methodology adopted by the English language teachers, their scientific knowledge and
training regarding teaching a FL to bilingual and/or trilingual students.
Either the current English language textbooks used should be revised taking into consideration the particular
learning needs of the bilingual students or supplementary material adapted to their needs should be made
available. Activities and tasks included in the textbooks need to be revisited regarding all four skills, oral and
written comprehension and production as well as their communicative context within the frame of
bilingualism/trilingualism and with reference to the particular students. The teaching strategies implemented and
the material used to achieve foreign language literacy determine the learning outcome observed in minority
students.
The views of Greek and English language teachers in relation to the textbooks used in both public and minority
schools for either L2 or FL learning should be taken into consideration. Teachers’ views, though considered a
‘messy construct’ (Pajares, 1992, p. 309) are still indicative of the decisions they make during their teaching
process (Kagan, 1992, p. 66) and that is a major reason why their views should be considered when designing
and implementing educational policies. What is more, ‘bringing the teachers’ voices and practices to the
attention of researchers, policy makers’, reveals the importance of their roles in the education of Muslim students
(Niyozov & Pluim, 2009, p. 637). This is even more important when their views map the situation regarding the
textbooks used and the teaching strategies implemented in minority language education. Teachers’ views may
also help clarify the reasons for the low English language level observed among Muslim students who attend
either public or minority schools. They can provide the necessary feedback for both the language educational
policy followed, including English as the mandatory foreign language, in minority and public education in
relation to Muslim students. Also, teachers may provide the necessary insight in why the designated textbooks,
the proposed methodology and the formal curriculum have not managed to tackle with the problem of the
consistent low foreign language level among Muslim students, no matter whether they attend public or minority
schools. Language teachers’ views can help shape educational policy regarding minority education and foreign
language learning towards facilitating minority students when learning Greek as a second language and English
as a foreign language.
Moreover, it is of vital importance to ‘educate the educators’. There should be special provision regarding the
training of language teachers who are assigned classes with minority students. Teachers need to be provided with
the proper scientific and methodological scaffolding in order to overcome especially the challenges they face
when teaching English to minority bilingual or trilingual students, whose mother-tongue is not Greek and whose
language attainment regarding the Greek language is—as previously mentioned—quite low. The fact that Greek
is often used in FL activities such as the mediation activities, poses additional impediments to teaching minority
students.
It should be additionally noted that the practice of having Muslim minority students attend FL classrooms in
mixed ability classrooms needs to be revisited and remodelled. Taking into consideration that these students
experience impediments to their learning of English that relate specifically to issues of bilingualism/trilingualism
and their different and differing mother-tongues it is necessary that they are provided with further support and ad
hoc educational intervention within the classroom setting as well as additional tutoring within the school setting.
In this way, their exiting or, in some cases, presupposed bi/trilingual language identities will not hinder their
learning of English as a foreign language.
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Notes
Note 1. The verb ‘acquire’ is most frequently used for L2 and the verb ‘learn’ for FL respectively
(Triarchi-Herrmann, 2000, p. 55; Halkopoulou, 2014, p. 27).
Note 2. The official Greek text of the Treaty of Lausanne (1923) refers to ‘Muslim minorities’ in article 45 and
there is no mention of any ethnic or other minority. There is no specification of a particular minority language
but there is a general stipulation that ‘whichever language is protected, not only as the language used for
communication
but
also
for
education’
(articles
39,
40,
41).
Source:
http://hellas0099.com/TREATIES/LAUSANNE%20 TREATY.pdf.
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However, the pomak and the romani languages have never been taught, probably because both are oral
languages with no written form on a scientific level and are characterised by significant dialectical variety
(Sella-Mazi, 2015, p. 42).
What is more the Turkish language has dominated the Muslim minority education, particularly because it has
been ardently promoted and fostered by the Turkish government, who has managed, with the Protocols, which
were signed with the Greek government in 1951 and 1968, to impose Turkish as the only language used within
the Muslim minority and taught in minority education (Alexandris & Paresoglou, 1994, p. 751; Sella-Mazi, 2015,
p. 38; Stavros, 1995, pp. 10–23)
Note 3. The Pomaks are particularly conscious of their ethnic origin which they consider distinct and distinguish
it from the other groups that form the Muslim minority. This is quite evident in their folk songs, one of which
has the following verse: ‘I’m not a Turk or a Slav or a Janissary, I was born a Pomak, a Thracian gladiator’.
Source: http://zagalisa.gr/.
Note 4. There has been a substantial effort on the part of the Pomaks to learn their mother-tongue -which is only
a spoken language- to use it for written communication as well. For example, there is a newspaper, ‘Zagalisa’
written in pomak (http://zagalisa.gr/), and there have been reference books such as a dictionary and a grammar
book
of
the
pomak
language
(Source:
https://xanthinet.gr/index.php/home/item/3508-neo-morfologiko-leksiko-tis-pomakikis). It should be noted that
the dictionary is a pomak-Greek and Greek-pomak dictionary with no reference to the Turkish language and the
word transcription uses the Greek alphabet (Source: http://zagalisa.gr/content/ellino-pomakiko-leksiko-line).
Note 5. Minority primary schools follow a supposedly bilingual educational programme where Turkish and
Greek are not only school subjects but also languages of instruction.
Note 6. Minority education refers to a group of schools mainly in primary education and less in secondary
education that follow a different educational policy which is found only in the area of Thrace and is available
exclusively to the children of the Muslim minority (Simeonidis, 2014, p. 30). The curriculum applied in minority
education was published in 1979 and it has not been revised since. In the beginning of the 1990s the English
language has been introduced to a limited number of minority primary schools, mainly those in the city centres.
Note 7. The Project for Reform in the Education of Muslim Children (PEM) is funded by the European Social
Fund and is supervised by the Ministry of Education, Research and Religious Affairs. It aims at ‘improving and
enhancing the education they receive, with emphasis on their achieving fluency in Greek’. The program is
implemented and organised by the KESPEMs (the Support Centres of the Project, operating in urban and rural
areas of Thrace). These Centres offer classes for primary-school kids that aim at improving their command of
Greek. They also offer ‘tutoring support for secondary and high school pupils in the Greek Language, Literature,
Mathematics and Natural sciences courses that aim at improving their level in the Greek language and enhance
educational success’. Source: https://museduc.gr/en/
Note 8. Source: Regional Directorate of Primary and Secondary Education of Thrace,
https://www.pdeamth.gr/index.php/2013-06-24-13-41-40/meionotika-sxoleia-amth
and
https://www.newsbeast.gr/greece/ekpaideusi/arthro/753332/arithmos-mathiton-kai-ekpaideutikon-sta-meionotika
-sholeia
Note 9. In a mediation activity, students are required to selectively extract information, ideas and meanings from
a source text in Greek and use them selectively to produce their own text, in the target language (Dendrinos,
2006, pp. 22–23). The text type and the communicative purpose of the target text may be different from that of
the source text (Dendrinos, 2006, pp. 24–25), thus, students have to thoroughly understand the communicative
context in order to act as mediators.
Note 10. Integrated Foreign Languages Curriculum (2016, pp. 18–22)
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