
Chapter 6 

Frisian in secandary educatian: fram an aptianal 
subject ta a campulsary subject 

A/ex M.J. Riemersma 

Abstract 

On August 1, 1993 Frisian will become a compulsory subject in the first stage of 
secondary education. The core goals for Frisian are formulated parallel to those for 
Dutch. This modification of the Education Act has its implications for the 
development of curricula, teaching materials and teacher training. 

Introduction 

Along with the extension of compulsory education in the course of the 20th 
century, the plea has increased for the addition of minority languages as subject in 
the curriculum of secondary education. 

The plea for alegal position for minority languages in the curriculum of primary 
education is based on a pedagogicalline of reasoning (Baker 1985). The interest of 
the use of the home language is stressed in favour of the development of the 
personal potencies of the pupils, but also in favour of the smooth acquisition of 
basic skills such as reading, writing and arithmetic. Parents are more focused on 
the instrurnental use of the language in society. No wonder that the majority of 
parents are in favour of the model of transitional bilingualism and that, without 
saying so, they are tempted to language shift. Therefore, it is the very task of the 
school, school advisory boards and training institutes to stress the importance and 
the value of language maintenance for the development of the peronsal potencies of 
bilingual pupils. 
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In the core goals the pupils are expected to have a good command of the 
dominant language by the end of primary education. 

The research project Taalpei1ing yn Fryslän (Measurement of language skills in 
Friesland) shows that all Frisian pupils, at the end of primary education have a 
good command of Dutch (see De Jong's contribution in this volume), i.e. , on the 
same level as the pupils in the Netherlands in general. 

In consequence, it is inadequate to argue for the teaching of Frisian in secondary 
education only from the pedagogical perspective. It is essential to stress other 
arguments for further schooling in Frisian. 

Because secondary education is much more directed towards the future career (or 
position) of the students in society than is primary education, it is very essential for 
the promotion of Frisian in secondary education to stress the bilingual character of 
various aspects of Frisian society, and, in consequence, to stress the personal profit 
to be gained from a good command of both languages for the participation of 
students in bilingual Frisian society. 

In their report, composed on order of the Ministry of Education and Science in 
1982, the Committee on Frisian in Secondary Education formulated these four sets 
of arguments in favour of Frisian as a compulsory subject in secondary education: 

- the right of students to have lessons in their native language; 
- to bridge the gap between the native language and the language of the school; 
- to prepare the pupils for their position in a bilingual society, the cultural and 

economic aspects included; 
- the maintenance of the language per se (Eindrapport 1982:38). 

In my opinion it is most essential to stress the third argument in contacts with 
students, parents, teachers, school management and so on. From my experiences 
with the Berie foar it Frysk (Board on the Frisian language), the advisory 
committee on language policy of the provincial govemment, I am fully aware of 
the need to stress the possibilities and challenges for Frisian in society. Education 
and society are connected to each other; the bilingual society of the province of 
Friesland needs a bilingual education system for the smooth organization of society 
and the economy. It is weIl known to everybody in Friesland that a real command 
of Frisian is profitable, both in social and professional life. However, until now 
local authorities, the business community and private organizations such as 
hospitals have hardly at all asked for bilingual candidates. To persuade 
enterpreneurs and organizations to formulate their bi1ingual policy explicitly, it is 
essential to make the Frisian language visible wherever possible. 

This is the core problem of Frisian in Friesland, because, until now, for the 
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speakers of Frisian themselves, the language has been merely an orallanguage and 
hardly at all used in written form, that is, in newspapers, on billboards and in 
advertising. The very use of the language in daily life (at work, on radio and 
television, in shops and in sport) and the visibility of the language gives the users 
more self-confidence in using the language at school and at home; it stimulates the 
intergenerational transmission of the language. Fina11y, the visibility and use of the 
language stimulates the Frisian identity, which is strangly related to the Frisian 
language. In this contribution 1'11 make clear how secondary education can 
contribute to the goals formulated above. 

1. Frisian: a compulsory subject in secondary education 

Fram 1948 onwards it has been permitted to teach Frisian as a subject in 
secondary education. From 1968 onwards the Education Act on secondary 
education has required explicitly that Frisian lessons should be taught. It is 
interesting to find that, on the one hand, in the Education Act of 1968 the position 
of Frisian as an optional subject is stressed. And that, on the other, the link between 
Frisian and Dutch is expressed in the formulation of the actual Section 11 of the 
la:"" which holds for the first year: 'Among the lessons in Dutch Frisian can also be 
included'. In the other years of secondary education Frisian retained the position of 
an optional subject as such. 

In practice one out of four schools for secondary education in Friesland has 
Frisian lessons on the schedule. At some schools the pupils are obliged to take 
them; at other schools the lessons are optional. Approximately 5% of the students 
have one Frisian lesson of fifty minutes per week for one or two years 
(Tussenrapport 1980; Miedema 1988). 

Fram 1970 onwards, in the higher grades of secondary education Frisian could be 
chosen either as a subject extra or as one of the regular subjects of the final exam. 
Only a few schools offer their pupils the possibility of electing Frisian as one of the 
subjects on the exam (Riemersma 1987:81-82). 

Unlike primary education where the use of Frisian as a medium of instruction is 
permitted explicitly in the law, the use of Frisian as a medium in secondary 
education is permitted implicitly. Only a few schools for secondary education in 
Friesland make use of this opportunity, and this for just a few subjects and teaching 
hours per week, mostly only orally. Besides this formal use of the language as a 
medium of instruction, the language is used at schools for secondary education 
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throughout the province in informal contacts between pupils and teachers, between 
teachers and parents, and among teachers (Miedema 1988). 

However, things will change on the first of August, 1993. From then on 
secondary education will be divided into two periods of three school years each. 
The first period of three years (pupils of 12 to 15 years of age) has common 
objectives and - at least in principle - a common content for all students. This 
period of three years has as its main goal the expansion of the basic skilIs of 
primary education, to explore the pers on al qualities and potencies of the individual 
pupils and to give a real orientation on the different possibilities of the second stage 
of secondary education. 

The second stage of secondary education will be divided into two main streams: 
the one aimed at vocational training and the other aimed at further general 
development and preparation for higher education at university level. 

From August 1, 1993 Frisian will be a compulsory subject at all schools for 
secondary education in Friesland for all pupils in the lower grades. By then, Fri sian 
will have the same position in secondary education as in primary education since 
1980: Frisian is a compulsory subject, but the school can ask for temporary 
exemption from this obligation. 

In accordance with the core goals formulated by central government for all 
compulsory subjects in primary education and in the lower grades of secondary 
education, core goals for Frisian are formulated. These objectives, which will be 
publi shed in a supplement to the law, will have the function of a guideline for 
school practice, curriculum development, the development of teaching materials 
and the development of model tests as weIl. 

2. Objectives and content for Frisian as a subject in 
secondaryeducation 

Objectives 

It is generally expected that the Frisian obligation in secondary education in 
school practice will be realized as follows: Frisian will be taught - in the first years 
- at the schools for secondary education throughout the province of Friesland , but 
only for one hour per week in grades one and two, and occasionally in grade three, 
in some cases as an optional subject. One might frankly ask whether this time 
provided for Frisian lessons (two school years of about 40 lessons each) will prove 
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to be sufficient to achieve the objectives formulated for Frisian in secondary 
education. 

It would be undoubtedly better, for the results of the Frisian lessons in terms of 
language command, but also for reasons of status of the subject in the school and 
the language as such, if the schedule would list two lessons per week for Frisian. 
However, the political balance in the Dutch parliament has created this actual 
position of Frisian as a compulsory subject in secondary education without any 
prescription for the number of lessons to be spent to the subject. 

The official objectives or core goals for Frisian are formulated as much as 
possible closely parallel to those for Dutch (the objectives for the four language 
skilIs of listening, speaking, reading and writing). The objectives for language 
awareness and language knowledge show special Frisian elements such as the 
ability of the student to compare the Frisian and the Dutch language with regard to 
phonology, morphology, syntax and language use. The overall objectives for 
Frisian are said to be sufficient to prepare the student to function in the bilingual 
province of Friesland. 

In fact the objectives for Frisian have to a certain extent the same content and 
intention as the objectives for the dominant language, Dutch. The objectives are 
formulated in general terms of language command and language use; of language 
awareness and knowledge of the language per se. This means that the formulation 
of the objectives is independent of the one or the other native language. In any 
case, this holds both for primary education and for secondary education. 

In none of the objectives for Frisian has any distinction been made between 
students from Frisian speaking homes and others. Thus, there is no official 
difference between education in Frisian as a first and Frisian as a second language. 
In other words: both for Frisian and for Dutch, education is aimed at the same level 
of language command for all students. This means that the objectives for both 
Dutch and Frisian are aimed at a level of language command essentially defined for 
the command of the mother tongue. 

In consequence, the tests for Frisian at the end of the first stage of secondary 
education will be constructed on one level as weIl; they will not show any 
difference in tasks for students from Frisian-speaking homes and others. For th at 
matter, the schools are free in using these tests or not. 

This also means that there is no definite and exact description of the level of 
language command in terms of a fixed number of words at the start of secondary 
education, nor at the end of the first stage of secondary education. 
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For the further development of the curriculum, teaching materials and tests it 
would be useful to have such a threshold level for Frisian, both at the end of 

primary education and secondary education. The threshold level for English and 
Dutch, originally developed on order of the Council of Europe, can be of great help 
to set up such a level for Frisian. Such a threshold level has already been developed 
for Welsh, Catalan and Basque (Girard and Trim 1988). 

For the achievement of the set core goals fOf Frisian it is essential to develop the 
relationship between Dutch and Frisian lessons in the direction of bilingual 
education. In accordance with the definition of bilingual education of Anderson 
and Boyer (1978:16-17), this development leads to a satisfactory and integrated 
position for both languages on the schedule, both as subject and as medium of 
instruction. It also leads to a valuable and well-balanced position for local and 

regional history and culture in the curriculum. 
In the Anderson and Boyer definition of bilingual education these measures are 

essential elements for the achievement of full bilingualism, aimed at language 
maintenance and language use both in social and in private life. 

Content 

For the best student results in both languages it is essential that the teachers of 
Dutch and Frisian arrive at an integrated approach to the Dutch and the Frisian 
lessons in a curriculum framework of education in both languages. This curriculum 
framework has as its content a harmony of content, educational procedures and 
testing. 

Thus, the essential topic in the organization of the lessons is the transfer of skills 
and comrnands from the one language to the other. Therefore, cooperation between 
Dutch and Frisian has to be aimed at the teaching of a specific skiU in one of the 
languages, and the application of the teaching results in the learning and training 

process in both languages. The meaning here of cooperation will be clarified with 
three examples. 

The first is the technique of the interview as part of the training in oral language 
use, which usually is set on the calendar for the first school year for Dutch. This 
topic of the interview is very suitable for heterogeneous school classes. To give an 

example: The questions of the actual interview can be put to students who have 
Frisian as a second language. They are able to prepare the questions in detail 
(occasionally with the help of a dictionary) and they can continue to ask questions 
aided by Frisian words heard in the answers of the pupils who have Frisian as their 

mother tongue. In this way there is a real transfer of language use and language 
comrnand from the one language to the other. 
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Another example to demonstrate the possibilities of transfer concerns the 
teaching and reading of children's literature. It is very appropriate to organize this 
proposed introduction to children's literature in both languages in a joint approach 
involving Frisian and Dutch. (In primary education the children have reached such 
a level of reading command, both in Dutch and in Frisian, that they can be 
expected to read children's books and poetry without great difficulty.) Thus the 
perception of chüdren's literature can be set up in both languages; additionally, the 
students can make use of both languages for the creation of their own poems and 
pers on al stories. It is possible to link up the perception of children's literature on 
the one hand and language production on the other. 

Finally, a special aspect of this bilingual literary approach is the perception and 
the production of poe try. There is a Frisian tradition of half a century of poetry 
declamation by school children. The students of secondary education throughout 
the province of Friesland are invited to participate in the annual provincial 
competition in poetry declamation. As part of their preparation at school the 
students can acquire extensive experience in poetry reading and declamation in 
both languages. It is very appropriate to use poems for the study of poe tic forms, 
figures of speech, rhyme and rhythm, poetical sounds; the study of declamation 
techniques, listening skills and listening attitudes. All these aspects of poetry are 
independent of a particular language. Furthermore, students can become aware of 
differences in poetical values between the languages and of their personal 
preferences. 

Aiming at goals in the field of language acquisition such as vocabulary and word 
order, a couple of titles are available in Frisian and Dutch. These titles in both 
languages can prove to be useful in creating aspects of differentiation between 
students who have Frisian as their native language and others for whom Frisian is a 
second language. They can also be useful for activities such as comparing idioms 
and specific morphology and word order in the actual translation. 

The proposed core goals for sociolinguistics and language history apply to an 
integrated approach. It is self-evident that the bilingual situation of the province 
creates the very starting point for these lessons: the personal bilingual experiences 
of the students and their own attitudes towards the minority and the dominant 
language at home, at school, in sport and clubs, in church and in music. Lessons in 
this section are more directed towards the school context than aimed at improving 
language commando Unfortunately there is less stress in school practice on the 
importance of school context in the cycle of education. As aresuit the influence of 
school context on the language awareness and language use of the students is 
underestimated. 
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These lessons will have effects on the language attitude of the students and, 
hopefully, on language use. However, language awareness does not automatically 
lead to language consciousness and language use. Thus, it is one of the tasks of the 
Frisian lessons to help develop the language attitude of the students and to make 
explicit their language choice in various situations (see Riemersma 1982: 107). 

From the results of Taalpeiling yn Fryslan and other surveys it is known that the 
pupils' command of Frisian at the end of primary education is much weaker than 
their command of Dutch. Especially in writing, Frisian is far behind the level in 
Dutch. One of the characteristics of secondary education, however, is the use and 
functionality of the written language, not only for the teaching of foreign languages 
and the mother tongue, but also in the learning process for other subjects. One can 
hardly imagine that Frisian lessons in secondary education will be conducted only 
orally and without any use of pencils or word processors. 

Thus, it seems a self-evident matter that the introduction of Frisian in secondary 
education will have its implications for the pupils' use of the Frisian language in 
writing. 

As far as cooperation between the teachers of Frisian and Dutch towards 
achieving a common approach to education in the mother tongue proves to be 
successful, the students wiU have a good command of both languages 
(pronunciation, vocabulary, word order, awareness of interference) at the end of the 
first stage of secondary education. This command wiU provide a good starting 
point for their functioning as bilingual participants in Frisian society. 

This approach can possibly contribute to an improvement in the generallanguage 
command of the students. This general language command wiU also prove its value 
to the process of learning foreign languages and flexibility in the use of foreign 
languages. 

3. Conditions for the future 

In accordance with the core elements lrntlatlOn, implementation and 
incorporation of the innovation process, mentioned by Van der Leij and Zondag (in 
this volume), I want to make clear in this final section the value of the various 
elements directed towards embedding of Frisian in secondary education. 

Initiation 

To make sure that all relevant people involved in the teaching process of Frisian 
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in secondary education wiU be well-informed about the new established position of 
Frisian in secondary education a promotional campaign is foreseen to provide 
school management, teachers, parents, and students with information on the legal 
position of Frisiao and its consequences for school practice. Information means are: 
articles in relevant periodicals (for in stance Uitleg, Klasse, Didaktief, De 
Pompeblêden), a special videotape directed at students and brochures for their 
parents, radio programmes at the start of the new school year. 

Most essential, however, is to visit all schools for secondary education in 
Friesland and to show them the teaching materials available, to discuss practical 
problems and solutions with them. 

In his study in the field of curriculum development Peter Nieuwenhuijsen has 
made a detailed description of the similarities and differences between the core 
goals for Dutch and for Frisian. The study is focused on the question of what 
contribution the Dutch lessons cao provide for the realization of the core goals for 
Frisian ~ based on arealistic estimation of the possibilities of transfer 
(Nieuwenhuijsen 1992). At the moment Nieuwenhuijsen is developing concrete 
proposals for cooperation between Dutch and Frisiao education in the school 
curriculum. 

In Friesland only a part-time provision for the training of teachers exists which 
provides a Frisian-teaching qualification for the first stage in secondary education. 
The number of students is rather limited, but one can expect that this number will 
increase in the near future. Today the training is still mainly directed towards the 
education of students from Frisian speaking homes who elected to take Frisian 
lessons (see Riemersma 1993). As a consequence of the recent obligation 
concerning Frisian in secondary education the training wiU include more attention 
to education in Frisiao as a second laoguage. The teacher training also provides in
service training. Special courses are plaoned for the target group of teachers of 
Dutch who have no qualification for Frisian. 

Unfortunately, the training college 'Noordelijke Hogeschool Leeuwarden' at 
LjouwertJLeeuwarden provides no training in other subjects through the medium of 
Frisian. For the success of Frisian medium lessons it is of great importance to 
pro vide teacher training in subjects like history aod biology at least partly through 
the medium of Frisian (Breuker 1982). In my opinion it would be very profitable to 
start teacher training in another new subject in secondary education, that is, health 
care. 
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Implementation 
The essential aspect of this stage is to assist the particular school in implementing 

the core goals, results of curriculum studies and propos als in teaching models. 
The actual teaching materials available for Frisian in secondary education are 

loosely coupled. Some of them were written originally for primary education, and 
most of them have as their implicit target group students from Frisian speaking 
homes. Because reading is the first and most widespread objective for Frisian at 
schools, sufficient reading books and anthologies are available. 

As a consequence of the changed position of Frisian in education, however, it is 
essential to develop new materiais. In close cooperation with the above-mentioned 
curriculum development project, a first-rate group of Frisian teaching authors has 
started the development of a new method in a well-structured approach which is 
aimed explicitly at the core goals and provides testing procedures as weIl. 

Medium ofinstruction 

It is self-evident that the actual position of Frisian merely as a subject on the 
schedule strongly affirms the isolated and fringe position of Frisian in education. 
There are no legal restrictions on the use of Frisian as a medium of instruction. 

In Wales the phenomenon of Welsh medium schools is widespread and well
accepted and includes teaching materials for the use of the Welsh language in 
teaching subjects such as mathematics, science, history, musie, health care and 
sport (Baker 1985). Af ter the example of Wales, schools in Friesland could easily 
start in providing lessons through the medium of Frisian. For some subjects 
teaching materials are available, e.g. biology, history and musie. 

The systematic use of Frisian as a medium is of great importance for the position 
of Frisian and the pupils' future use of the language in society. 

Incorporation 

Incorporation of a new subject in education requires a fair evaluation to check the 
educational process at the school, that is, on the shop fIoor. The evaluation of this 
innovation process is of no use, however, to the extent that the evaluation is 
restricted to only one moment in time. It is a cyclical process that leads to 
readjustments in the on-going process of trial and error in the class room. 

This evaluation process also includes the assessment of students results with 
respect to the various language commands. The proposed integrated approach 
involving education in Frisian and Dutch has as its consequence a testing 
programme at the same level of language command at the end of the first stage of 
secondary education. It is uncertain whether this level of language command can 
be achieved by all pupils. 
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One might expect that dus obligation will have effects in two directions. On the 
one hand, Frisian education in primary education will get more attention. Provided 
that the core goals for Frisian in primary education have their influence on the 
curriculum in school practice, in the long term the pupils will show a common 

level of language command at the start of secondary education. The proposed test 
at the end of primary education (Eindtoets basisonderwijs) developed by the CITO 
institute will have the function of entry test for secondary education. 

In secondary school a similar phenomenon can be shown: the proposed tests at 
the end of the first stage of secondary education will have the function of entry test 
for the second stage. Hopefully, more students than today will take Frisian as an 

extra subject or as one of the regular subjects for the final exam in secondary 
education. 

The first and essential task for the project implementing of Frisian in secondary 

education is to realize, within a few years time, listing of the subject Frisian on the 
schedules of most of the schools for secondary education in Friesland. The second 
but equally essential task for the project is to create good conditions for Frisian in 
the fields of schooling and the development of curricula, tests, teaching materials 
etc. This implementation thus has as its political aim that at the moment of the 

official evaluation of this modification in the law, which is foreseen in 1998, the 
position of Frisian in secondary education will be guaranteed, both on the schedule 
and in the core goals and official tests. 

In conclusion 

Until now there has been a great variety in the proficiency of the Frisian language 
and of language performance among pupils at the end of primary education (see De 
Jong's contribution in this volume). In other words: there is no common level of 

Frisian language command at the start of secondary education. 
In consequence, Frisian in secondary education will be taught as first and as 

second language as weIl in the same grade. This means a special challenge for the 
teachers with regard to various aspects of language acquisition and language 
learning: vocabulary, pronunciation, word order, interference, spelling and writing 

procedures. 
No doubt some of the students from non-Frisian-speaking homes living in non

Frisian school contexts will show an insuffficient command of the Frisian language 
at the end of secondary education. 

But if a well-balanced curriculum, including the use of the language as a medium 
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and a didactical approach, is provided, one might expect, that most of the students 
living in Frisian school contexts, either from Frisian speaking or from non-Frisian 
speaking homes, will show a rather sufficient command of bath languages. 

However, for the achievement of this ideal situation it is strictly necessary that 
bilingual education in Friesland wiU offer a real prospect for the use of the Frisian 
language in the bilingual province of Friesland. 
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