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1. Introduction

This paper is a report about research on the issues pertaining to the minority language
education of the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region. It focuses on the Mongolian
minority schools in pastoral areas, such as Shiliingol League (Map.1). Shiliingol
League is located in the middle of Inner Mongolia, and has jurisdiction over 9 Banners
(gusiyu in Mongolian), 2 cities and 1 Xian. I will compare the curriculum in a Mongolian
minority school with that in a Chinese school in the region then compare it with a
Japanese school and a Korean school in Japan. I'll focus on the teaching of the mother

tongue in the curriculums and will examine the influence on other subjects.
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Map.1. Map of Shiliingol League, Inner Mongolia (Monkbat 2012:8)
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2. Language education in Inner Mongolia

The minority education policy in China has mainly focused on two-language education
(Shuangyu jiaoyu in Chinese). It is different from the ‘bilingual programs’ of the West,
so I will use the term ‘two-language’. In this program, two languages are taught from
the elementary school level. The main language is different in different areas and is
based on the minority groups that live there (Okamoto 1999). In Inner Mongolia, there
is two-language education: Mongolian and Chinese. The pastoral areas teach
Mongolian as the main language and Chinese as the second language. However, in the
bigger cities or agricultural areas, Mongolian minority schools teach Chinese as the
main language and Mongolian as the second language. Students also have to learn
English as a foreign language in elementary school. In 2010, the languages students
learn in the curriculum in the elementary school are as follows. In the 1st grade,
Mongolian and Chinese are 10:3 times in one week. In the 37 grade, Mongolian,
Chinese and English are 6:4:3 times in each week. In order to study English, the hours
of learning Mongolian have decreased from 10 to 6 times in one week (Monkbat
2012:13). That raises some concern about the effect on the learning of Mongolian. One
teacher of the Mongolian language explained the influence of the three language study

on the acquisition of Mongolian as below:

From in the low grades in the elementary schools, studying Chinese and English
is a hindrance to thinking and speaking Mongolian for the Mongolian pupils. It
also causes Chinese-Mongolian mixed language. Also having too many subjects in
elementary school is a barrier to developing knowledge systematically and has a
bad influence on the motivation to study. In addition, most of the text books are
translated from Chinese to Mongolian, so the contents of these books are not
suitable for the culture of nomadic areas, and their living conditions. All these
factors contribute to deadening pupils’ enthusiasm for study (from interviews

during field surveys).
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3. Language education in East Asia
In Table.1, we can see the situation of the language education in elementary schools in
Japan and China. The schools are a Japanese school and a Korean school in Japan,
and a Mongolian minority school and a Han Chinese school in Inner Mongolia. The
research focuses on the same grade in elementary school in each case.

In Japan, fundamentally Japanese (Kokugo in Japanese) is the mother tongue
for Japanese people. At third grade they study 10 kinds of subjects, and have 27
lessons in one week in which the subject of Japanese is taught for 6 lessons, and it
accounts for 22% of all the lessons in each week. However, they don’t study any foreign
language in the third grade. In a Korean school in Japan, Korean (Kokugo in
Japanese) is their mother tongue. They also have to study Japanese, as a second
language. They have only 8 kinds of subjects, and 26 lessons per week. Consequently,
the subject of Korean accounts for a higher percentage at 27%. Japanese is a second

language and is taught 4 times a week; it accounts for 15%.

Table.1: Language education of elementary schools in the East Asia

countries Japan China
schools Japanese Korean Mongolian Chinese
grades third third third third

mother tongue 6(22%) 7(27%) 6(17%) 12(34%)
language 2 — 4(15%) 4(11%) 4(11%)

language 3 — — 3(8%) —
mathematics 5(19%) 5(19%) 4(11%) 10(28%)

number of subjects 10 8 16 9

week total lessons 27 26 35 35

Notes: 1.Unit is periods per week.

2. Data is based on materials collected during field surveys.

In Inner Mongolia, in the Mongolian minority schools, Mongolian is their mother

tongue, and then they have to study Chinese and English, which are second and third
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languages. A notable thing is they have 16 kinds of lessons and 35 periods of lessons
per week. Among them, Mongolian is taught 6 times, which accounts for 17% a week.
The lessons of Chinese and English are 11% and 8% respectively. In Han Chinese
school, Chinese is their mother tongue basically, and besides this they study English
as a foreign language. The conditions are noticeably different from minority schools.
During one week, they have 9 sorts of subjects and 35 lessons in one week. Chinese
lessons account for the highest percentage of time spent on teaching the mother tongue
among these schools.

With regard to the mother tongue and second or third languages in the
curriculums in these schools, what are the suitable conditions for mother tongue
acquisition in elementary schools? In the case of the Mongolian school, they have to
study three kinds of languages from early childhood and have many kinds of subjects
in one week. As a result of language study, are there any influences on the other
subjects? This is a serious question. Concerning mathematics in all these schools, in
Japanese and Korean schools, math is taught 5 times a week for 19% of the time every
week. The Chinese school has 10 classes, taking 28% of the time. In the Mongolian
school, math is taught 4 times per week, and it only accounts for 11% of the whole
week. Through these figures, we can say language study does have an impact on the

other subjects.

4. Conclusion

By comparing curriculums in the cultural sphere of East Asia, I investigated the
conditions of mother tongue education, specifically in Inner Mongolia. In Inner
Mongolia’s elementary schools, pupils have been studying three languages from the
1990’s onward. Mongolian is their mother tongue, Chinese is the second language and
English is a foreign language. The balance of teaching these languages in minority
elementary schools are shown by the numbers of language lessons in one week. In the
first grade, Mongolian and Chinese are 10:3; in the third grade, Mongolian Chinese

and English are 6:4:3. However, the interviews proved that language teachers did not
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evaluate the language education of the mother tongue highly. One Mongolian teacher
said, in the lower grades in the elementary schools ‘three language education’ causes
some negative influences on learning the mother tongue, Mongolian. Due to the
conditions surrounding of the language context in Inner Mongolia, at the elementary

school stage, more effort needs to be put into teaching the mother tongue.
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