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scratching up pennies here and there, without a school building, producing 
many young teachers from wherever they could. That is where we came from 
to get where we are now. Today we have a massive, complex Basque educa-
tion system that is producing results all the way up from infants’ school to 
the university.

Today this subject is on the table for many of the world’s languages, which 
are in danger of disappearing unless they find a way to undertake recovery, 
and most perceive formal education to be one of the main keys to the revita-
lization of their culture. But how can school education be revolutionized to 
convert it from being the thing that has doomed their language into the road 
to its salvation? Where are we to begin? How can we overcome the endless 
obstacles along the way?

The country of the Basque language does not possess the answers. But it has 
a story to tell, made up of little events, details, experiences, turning points, 
materials, which bear witness to a positive message: it can be done, it is pos-
sible to create an education system in which one’s own language is central. 
In terms of its linguistic demography Basque was not better off than many 
native languages in the world today. Processes of revitalization are feasible. 
Besides this success story, Basque education is also a repository of many 
anecdotes, strategies, shortcomings and controversies.

And what can we learn? Have we placed too much emphasis on formal 
education while neglecting to focus on the family, nature, spirit? Have we 
created an overly standardized education in many respects? Has the idea of 
uniformity led us in other ways to create a uniformist school? What do you 
have to teach us in your educational dream?

When talking about ours, if I had to stress one thing in the story of Basque 
education in these rope bridges of internationalism, it would be the intui-
tive impulse and strong determination at the start. The promoters of our 
parents’ generation brought together dreams, self-confidence, commitment 
and skill. These things are needed everywhere, for it is easy these days to 
talk a discourse of transformation but real life poses a great many practical 
challenges along the way.

In this fourth volume in the series, Alberto Barandiaran tells the story of an 
endeavour that was put into practice. I hope it will provide a good compa-
nion to other such endeavours.

Jon Sarasua

FO
RE

WO
RD When we start sharing experiences with our friends on other 

continents who have their own native languages, it always helps 
to speak in the first person, and I find that the most graphic 
example I am able to give is that of my own personal school 
trajectory. When I was born, the Basque language was illegal, I 
belong to that first generation of children who grew up in ikas-
tolak with makeshift premises and no textbooks; now I work in 
Basque at a university, doing my research and teaching in Bas-
que. These two pictures were separated by four decades of hard 
work, triumphs, joys and frustrations in the process of recovering 
our language and culture. We have seen many seemingly utopian 
aspirations come true, but despite that we are not out of trouble 
yet. We are people who have grown up hand in hand with the 
flourishing of the ill-treated Basque language.

There is an international dimension to this specific experience. 
Internationalism is a position, a broader layer of what we are and 
what we do. Sometimes when you have begun building bridges 
to the world you realise that the resulting exchange of ideas and 
feelings is productive, that someone’s experience may be par-
ticularly significant for someone else, or that another person’s 
questions are also your questions. Some subjects have many 
loose ends for the tying of international knots, and one such is 
Basque education.

The pillars of Basque language recovery were set in place during 
the worst of the Franco dictatorship at a time when everything 
seemed to be going against it, below the law and above it, and 
no support whatsoever was to be had from the official admi-
nistration. In such circumstances one of the main pillars of this 
renaissance, Basque education, grew and developed under the 
wary eyes of the state, without the benefit of any of its resources.

Our parents’ generation, who started all this from scratch, enter-
tained one great idea: in the new kind of school they were going 
to create, the Basque language would come first, it would not be 
a second language. Even in those difficult conditions, they were 
not going to take the path of bilingual education. The language 
that had been practically absent from public life and forbidden, 
the Basque language, would be at the core of their children’s new 
education, and school would be almost entirely in Basque. And 
thus they began, with money provided by community members 
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INTRODUCTION

We are humans because we speak. Lan-
guage is the tool used by human beings 
to relate with each other. Thanks to lan-
guage, we consider another person one 
of us. We use language to think, yet the 
language does not belong to anyone, it 
is something we share in common. It is 
the resource of the group. Thus, groups 
may use language, change it, enrich it, 
degrade it, disfigure it, but never kill it. 
No group or community willingly aban-
dons its own language. Nobody wants 
to kill the language that makes possi-
ble a relationship that is at the heart of 

the human species. Languages are only 
abandoned under obligation, by force, 
because of colonialism, on account of 
a deliberate tendency to marginalize 
a language community or because of 
a civilizations’s political, economic or 
military pressure. So languages have 
been lost in all periods and places, or 
language shifts have taken place, but 
there is a reason for the ecological as-
pect of language. Loss of a language is 
similar to the extinction of a species. The 
world becomes a poorer place, because 
every time a language is lost the pos-

“Baina nik, izkuntza larrekoa
nai aunat ere noranaikoa;
yakite-egoek igoa;
soiña zaar, berri gogoa;
azal orizta, muin betirakoa”1

Lizardi

“The language is the soul, the essence; without language we cannot perceive what 
we feel, what we think, and when we say we feel alright with ourselves what we 
mean is that we have participated in a rite or ceremony in which the language 
is used, and have communicated with the gods and godesses or spiritual beings. 
Therefore, language is a tool that gives value to thought. For we do not think like 
the white people.” 
 (Nasa people, Colombia)

1 But I, oh uncouth tongue, wish you to be for everywhere; rising on the wings of knowledge; old in 
body, in spirit new; weathered skin, undying soul.

Introduction

http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/Cultura_desarrollo.pdf
http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/Cultura_desarrollo.pdf
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one language’s prestige and have served 
as an effective instrument for imposing 
the dominant culture and the ruling ide-
ology at any given time.

Historically, in schools and especially in 
higher education, only dominant lan-
guages have been taken into account in 
the past. One of the main purposes of 
school was to teach to read and write 
as a way of adding to the “important” 
language’s  greatness. Hence other lan-
guages have no place in the school sys-
tem. That policy started to be encouraged 
deliberately from the middle of the nine-
teenth century onwards, underpinned 
by the ideologies that stood behind the 
system of education. This happened 
principally in Europe or in countries un-
der the influence of western civilization: 
schools taught the dominant language 
and that language alone, and pushed 
bilingual communities, or those speak-
ing a minority language, in the direction 
of monolingualism and away from their 
own language. Why? Because it is widely 
believed that supporting the education 
of minorities undermines the unity of 
the state; that this is a threat. In general, 
monolingualism has come to be regarded 
as the normal and natural situation.

But the truth is otherwise. Multilingual-
ism is the usual situation in the world as a 
whole, and most of the world’s countries 
are multilingual. Think about it for a mo-
ment: there are six thousand languages 
in the world and only two hundred sov-
ereign states. Even in countries that only 
have one official language there are usu-

ally groups with different cultural tradi-
tions, and as we already know, language 
is a manifestation thereof. Moreover, 
knowing one’s neighbours’ language 
formed part of the tradition in all cul-
tures that were not permanently isolated. 

So saying that monolingualism ensures a 
country’s unity reveals a narrow-sighted 
point of view. Honouring minority lan-
guage communities’ language rights 
can actually guarantee the survival of 
such communities’ cultural, economic 
and political autonomy. Thus it may 
make the country culturally richer. And 
diversity is strength, ecological and  
cultural strength.

And here is another false belief: that 
uniformity is necessary for progress in 
the modern world, while differences 
only create problems. Not true! Linguis-
tic diversity enhances humans’ creative 
capacity, by giving it colour and nuance. 
Diversity provides more resources to ad-
dress challenges with, because the to-
tal amount of accumulated knowledge  
is greater.

Education stands at the centre of this de-
bate. In the past some have seen a school 
that respects cultural minorities and 
language rights as a threat, and in many 
places some people still see it that way: 

Respecting the language 
rights of its minority language 

communities can enrich  
a country

sibility of thinking about the world in a 
different way is gone with it.

The identity of a human group comes 
alive in its language. Its personality. 
Therefore no human group has the right 
to divest another human group of its 
language, for to do so is to divest it of 
an essential part of its being. And eve-
rybody has the right for the continuity 
of their culture to be ensured.

For languages are not just means of 
interchanging ideas, wishes and expe-
riences. A language is a product root-
ed in a culture and the main tool for 
transmitting that culture. Thus it is the 
basis of a community’s identity. People 
see the world around them through the 
prism of their language.

What is more, language is culture too. 
Culture’s first manifestation. We speak 
because we have a culture, because we 
are cultured. Language is the first foun-
dation for having a culture. Without 
it, how could we receive our parents’ 
knowledge? And their experience? What 
other way is there for us to become 
recipients of the accumulated knowl-
edge of all the inhabitants of our land? 
Language is the way in which all that 
information, everything that has been 
learnt from generation to generation, is 
transmitted.

But all that knowledge and experience 
is varied, just as countries vary. The ac-
cumulated life experiences of men and 
women living in the Amazon rainfor-

est have little in common with those 
of the Inuit in Greenland, the people 
of the Maghreb, the Navajo people, the 
Basques, the inhabitants of the Hima-
laya valleys, or the citizens of London, 
Quito or New Zealand. So languages 
are very different because each must 
respond differently to a particular kind 
of experience. Each language is the re-
flection of the inherited wisdom of a 
language community, and when one 
of them disappears a body of knowl-
edge disappears with it, a whole library 
of tremendous value that will never  
be repeated.

The importance 
of education 
The importance of education for the fu-
ture of a language cannot be overesti-
mated. Education complements what is 
learnt at home and through our culture, 
and so produces complete speakers of 
the language. It also gives speakers con-
fidence to use their mother tongue and 
be creative in it. But schools have often 
been used to exclude languages. Indeed, 
schools have surely been the most pow-
erful and most often used means of 
stamping out languages that are not the 
language of those in power. This is be-
cause schools have been used to spread 
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However, education receives different 
treatment from other areas in language 
rights. For example, the article on edu-
cation in the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights says nothing about 
language: “1. Everyone has the right to 
education. Education shall be free, at 
least in the elementary and fundamen-
tal stages. Elementary education shall 
be compulsory. Technical and profes-
sional education shall be made gener-
ally available and higher education shall 
be equally accessible to all on the basis 
of merit. 2. Education shall be directed 
to the full development of the human 
personality and to the strengthening of 
respect for human rights and funda-
mental freedoms. It shall promote un-
derstanding, tolerance and friendship 
among all nations, racial or religious 
groups, and shall further the activities 
of the United Nations for the mainte-
nance of peace.”

In recent years many interesting things 
have been said in reports about mi-
nority language rights in education. 
For instance, the UN’s Convention on 
the Rights of the Child says in Article  
30 that children of minorities and in-
digenous populations have a right to 
have their own cultural life, practice a 
particular religion and use their original 
language. In the 1992 European Charter 
for Regional or Minority Languages, the 
signatories undertake a commitment to 
use a minority language as a language 
of instruction, but the details are un-
clear since the charter distinguishes be-
tween different levels of commitment.

The Hague Recommendations Regard-
ing the Education Rights of National 
Minorities (1996) also recommends 
schooling in the language of the home, 
to be applied at all levels of school 
education, and considers it the state’s 
obligation to require teachers to be bi-
lingual. Points 5 and 6 of Annex II of 
the UNESCO Universal Declaration on 
Cultural Diversity speak of “safeguard-
ing the linguistic heritage of humanity 
and giving support to expression, crea-
tion and dissemination in the great-
est possible number of languages. En-
couraging linguistic diversity – while 
respecting the mother tongue – at all 
levels of education, wherever possible, 
and fostering the learning of several 
languages from the earliest age.” How-
ever, it should be pointed out that these 
are more like negative rights referring to 
avoiding and penalizing discrimination 
and exclusion than positive rights giving 
recognition and protection.

as a step towards the disintegration of 
the state. To that we can respond that a 
monolingual state destroys the chances 
of cooperation and trust between ethnic 
groups; it inflates the community of the 
big, official language with arrogant, eth-
nocentric and racist attitudes. This typi-
cally results in contempt for the smaller 
communities, which can lead to the ex-
tinction of minority languages. Stopping 
children in minority language communi-
ties from receiving a school education in 
their original language is a clear violation 
of human rights because it leads to lin-
guistic genocide. Linguicide, which pro-
duces cultural genocide.

International 
legislation
These ideas are not merely rights de-
manded by a community or a group of 
activists or ideologues; they are sup-
ported by international legislation. The 
1996 Universasl Declaration of Language 
Rights, for example, recognises the right 
of all language communities to use their 
language in order to strengthen it. It rec-
ognises the right of any language com-
munity to decide on the presence and 
use of the language of the community 
at all levels of education.

http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/Declaracion_DDHHcast2010.pdf
http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/Declaracion_DDHHcast2010.pdf
http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/dchoscult_docbasicONU.pdf
http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/dchoscult_docbasicONU.pdf
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But what is the real situation? In a report 
called Hizkuntzen mundua [The world of 
languages] from Unesco Etxea (2005), 
information about 800 of the world’s 
languages was gathered through a 
questionnaire. From this it can be sur-
mised that one third of the world’s lan-
guage are completely excluded from the 
education system. A quarter are only 
used in pre-school or in the first years 
of elementary education. In many areas 
legislation permits the use of a lan-
guage in the schools but in practice the 
language in question is not implement-
ed. There are also cases of languages 
that were once used in school but no 
longer are. In the case of languages 
that are completely excluded from edu-
cation it is often widely believed in the 
community that school education is 
only possible in certain languages. Only 
twelve percent of languages are used 

throughout the education system and 
most minority languages fall outside of 
that twelve percent. Another seven per-
cent are only used orally in schools and 
only while the main language taught 
by the school is being learnt. Thus their 
objective is not for children to develop 
further at school the language that they 
bring with them from home, but rather 
for them to assimilate to the language 
taught at school.

It is true indeed that most languages 
have managed to survive without any 
support from schools and that a lan-
guage will not stop being a language 
just because it is not used in educa-
tion. It is also true that school is not the 
most important place for the learning of 
a language: for this, friends and family 
are more practical and more efficient; 
but the school is where culture is trans-

The state of 
teaching around 
the world

http://www.amarauna-languages.com/orokorra/txostena.php?hizk=eu&ireki=txostena
http://www.amarauna-languages.com/orokorra/txostena.php?hizk=eu&ireki=txostena
http://www.amarauna-languages.com/orokorra/txostena.php?hizk=eu&ireki=txostena
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the minority language of their home 
but as they get better at speaking the 
dominant language the place of the 
minority language and the attention 
paid to it is reduced. The ultimate 
goal is for children to develop pro-
ficiency in the dominant language 
in the belief that this will lead to 
equality of opportunities for them 
in society. This system is widely used 
in the United States with members 
of indigenous minorities (“Indian” 
children) and in classes of immigrant 
children. In some cases the children’s 
home language is used throughout 
most of primary school, but usu-
ally the transition takes place ear-
lier. Teachers are generally bilinguals 
who gradually nudge the children 
towards the dominant language. The 
system sends out subtle messages 

about prestige: the principal and 
the people in charge are all English 
speakers, whereas the kitchen and 
janitorial staff are speakers of the 
minority language.

•	 Language survival programmes 
aim to keep the home language alive 
while children learn the dominant 
language. Thus the minority lan-
guage is maintained, for instance by 
using it in teaching, but it is made 
sure that children learn the official 
language. Such systems may be 

In regions where there 
is a real will to recover 

the language, immersion 
programs are the most widely 

used approach

mitted, acquires prestige, and the status 
of the language is raised. And in modern 
times, school is very important in help-
ing languages to retain their strength 
and vitality.

It is also true that in some communties 
schools are not held in high esteem as 
an institution. They are viewed as in-
struments of assimilation, opposed to 
the retention of one’s own culture and 
sense of community. But it is also true 
that most communities consider it im-
portant for their language to be incor-
porated into the school. It may be said 
that each community needs to build its 
own school based on its own language 
and culture.

Different kinds  
of teaching
What kinds of teaching are there? How 
is a language taught at school? How 
are children around the world taught 
at school, in addition to the tradition-
ally dominant language, another lan-
guage, whether it be their own or a  
second language?

•	 On the one hand there are repres-
sive programmes whose objective 
is to get children to cultivate only 

the school language while relegat-
ing the language of their home to 
the sidelines. Spanish-only school 
programmes in South American and 
Central American countries are of this 
kind, where children who are minority 
language speakers and children who 
speak the dominant language are 
thrown together, although in other 
cases separate special classes are 
provided for children speaking a mi-
nority language. The dominant lan-
guage is taught just as if all the chil-
dren knew that language from their 
homes, with no allowance for the 
fact that this may create an obstacle 
for the schooling of these children; 
these are school models that only 
seek homogeneity, uniformity. This 
system is bad for children’s linguistic 
development, and frequently results 
in failure at school because no steps 
are taken to improve or develop the 
language skills of a child who speaks 
a minority language. This results in 
the spread of social exclusion, while 
favouring the transmission of the 
majority language at the minority 
language’s expense. Often parents 
who are speakers of a minority lan-
guage are offered no other choice 
for the schooling of their children,  
and are not informed about its  
long-term effects.

•	 Transitional programmes are an-
other type of teaching whose main 
purpose is to make children learn the 
dominant language. When they start 
school children are allowed to speak 

http://www.unescoetxea.org/ext/futuros/index.html
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school; the school became famous 
worldwide owing to its bilingual-
ism and its educational success. 
The goal of this system is bilingual 
development, a fundamental point 
that needs to be grasped in order 
to understand its success. There is 
no break between the language and 
culture of the home and that of the 
school. The system was set up in an 
area where both languages, English 
and French, are prestige languages, 
major languages we might say, but 
the Basque experience has demon-
strated that good results can also be 
achieved where a minority language 
is conerned. It has been said that 
the immersion system is especially 
effective for ensuring the transmis-
sion of minority languages in contact 
with bigger languages. Implement-
ing this model is a major challenge 
for communities since the language 
training needed by teachers and the 
creation of didactic materials involve  
a lot of work. 

•	 It is important to understand the 
consequences and use of these sys-
tems in order for a community to 
choose what kind of education it 
wants its children to have, but let it 
be said loud and clear from the out-
set that in those parts of the world 
where there is a minority language 
and a clear desire in society to re-
cover that language, language im-
mersion programmes are the most 
widespread approach. This does not 
necessarily mean that exactly the 

same solutions are appropriate eve-
rywhere and in every situation. Every 
gradation imaginable exists, includ-
ing all the following possibilities: a) 
the original language has been lost 
and the community wants to recover 
it; b) the community has conserved 
its original language; c) cases falling 
between these extremes. Therefore 
this system has to be adapted and 
adjusted locally to each particular 
type of situation.

found in Euskal Herria (in areas where 
Basque is the dominant language), 
Canada, the United States (e.g. in 
Navajo and Spanish schools), Wales 
and New Zealand. In such cases the 
community’s minority language is 
fairly widespread and is usually the 
general language of the community. 
The dominant language does not lose 
out and it is a way of complying with 
smaller communities’ rights.

•	 Programmes which teach minority-
language-speaking and majority-
language-speaking children through 
both languages are known as dou-
ble immersion programmes. The 
object is for everyone to learn both 
languages. Thus not only do children 
who are speakers of the minority lan-
guage maintain their language and 
learn the dominant language, but 
the idea is for children who speak 
the dominant language to also learn 
the minority language. Teachers are 
fluent in both languages. Often class 
time is split half and half between 
the two languages, or more atten-
tion is paid to the minority langauge, 
but the essential point is that there 
is a clearcut separation between the 
two languages. In such a system, one 
of the languages might be used on 
certain days and the other language 
on other days, for example. Teachers 
do not mix up the two languages. It 
is also possible to separate the lan-
guages in terms of the curriculum, 
by teaching certain subjects only 
in one language and other subjects 

only in the other. The double immer-
sion system is not very widespread 
because often majority-language-
speaking communities are not very 
keen on or interested in learning the 
minority language. Experiments of 
this kind have been tried out in Bo-
livia and South Africa, but the main 
trend today is heading the other 
way, towards learning of the major-
ity language by minority language  
communities.

•	 Immersion programmes are those 
in which pupils are not taught in the 
language of their home but in a sec-
ond language. The pupil’s home lan-
guage is valued and defended, for the 
objective is not to exclude the home 
language but simply to learn both 
the home language and the school 
language. Subjects are taught in the 
second language, while the home 
language is taught as a subject in 
its own right. Teachers are bilingual, 
and as far as the curriculum is con-
cerned this is no different from the 
first-language curriculum. Of course 
parents’ wishes and decisions are es-
sential; achievement in the second 
language by children who are edu-
cated and immersed in a language 
that is not their home language is 
valued positively, not only in the 
children’s home but in the society at 
large. This system was first pioneered 
in the sixties in Saint-Lambert School 
in Montreal, Quebec, where children 
whose home language was English 
began attending a French-language 

http://www.ikuspegi-inmigracion.net/documentos/documentos_internos/hizk_immi_web_cas.pdf
http://www.ikuspegi-inmigracion.net/documentos/documentos_internos/hizk_immi_web_cas.pdf
http://www.ikuspegi-inmigracion.net/documentos/documentos_internos/hizk_immi_web_cas.pdf
http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/Kultura_Aniztasuna_Konbentzioa.pdf
http://www.unescoetxea.org/dokumentuak/Kultura_Aniztasuna_Konbentzioa.pdf
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In Euskal Herria, special importance has 
attached to the Basque school move-
ment, which has stood at the centre of 
the fight to recover and spread Basque 
language and culture. It is its heart. 
Steps taken in Basque education have 
halted the fall in the number of Basque 
speakers, thanks to which many thou-
sands of people have learnt Basque. 
Today most children in Euskal Herria 
who start going to school learn Basque, 
although this varies according to the re-
gion. As a result, the numbers of speak-
ers has been boosted.

But the sociolinguistic panorama of 
Euskal Herria is a very varied one, with 
areas that are mainly Basque speaking, 
other Spanish speaking areas, and mixed 
areas. Language use is therefore gov-
erned by numerous variables, and today 
our greatest concern is these speakers’ 
use of Basque, because the school has 
no way of guaranteeing that the Basque 
speakers it produces will use the lan-
guage outside school. But it is important 
to see how the road to Basque language 
recovery has been pursued, and some 

see it as still the first path that needs 
to be followed. Any recovery process 
must begin there. So now we will look at 
the story of the ikastola schools which 
many parents, from the sixties onwards, 
supported and built. We are also going 
to talk about what has been done, since 
the eighties, by local government insti-
tutions, especially the Basque Govern-
ment and the Government of Navarre, 
to introduce the Basque language into 
the public school system as well. 

The birth of the 
ikastolak
In the early sixties a great movement 
in support of Basque language and 
culture got underway in Euskal Herria, 
after intellectuals, leaders and others 
started warning that, unless serious 
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The importance 
of personal 
choice
Personal choice thus played a crucial 
part in the birth of the ikastolak, which 
represented the dream of a new, self-
made, Basque-speaking school. Then 
there were the times they were living 
in. Throughout the 1950s and particu-
larly from the sixties onwards, a pleth-
ora of grassroots initiatives started up 
in Euskal Herria, all bolstering up and 
drawing attention to Basque identity: 
they ranged from folk dance groups 
and music groups to language classes 
and hiking clubs. A vigorous wave of 
collective awareness swept across the 
country, and people felt ready to chal-
lenge Spain’s dictatorial regime and 
find a way forward for the Basque 
Country. This gave rise to a new Basque  
social network.

The economic situation also contrib-
uted to this. In the period in question 
the Basque Country underwent a pro-
cess of industrialization and urbaniza-
tion which brought economic wealth 
to many families. Hence the first ikas-
tolak began in big towns, where they 
could garner support from the middle 
class: the cities became the heartland 
of Basque nationalist feeling. But it 
wasn’t all the doing of the nationalists 
alone; the ikastola, a school created by 

the people for the people, drew enthu-
siastic support from people in all walks 
of life and different ways of thinking. 
After all, a broad, powerful consensus 
was needed to start a new school, a 
school entirely in Basque, in the middle 
of a long period of dictatorship (of all 
times!); and the way this was achieved 
was through community work, parents, 
teachers, workers and simple citizens 
all throwing their weight behind the 
drive to make a dream come true. Eve-
rything had to be done and there was 
something for everybody to do: work-
ing together they scratched and scraped 
to obtain premises, fix them up, obtain 
funds, find teachers, and win new fami-
lies over to the project.

In the beginning different formulae 
were tried out, but the ikastolak soon 
settled into a definite pattern for the 
most part. This is how it worked: parents 
wanting their children to go to school 
in Basque sought out other parents in 
their own town or neighbourhood who 
felt similarly; once they had formed a 
group, they would rent a place, at first 
maybe no more than a single room in 
a house somewhere. Next they would 
look around for a teacher: typically she 
would be a local young lady with no 
prior training for working as a school-

The first ikastolak started up 
in the large towns with support 
from the middle class, as part 
of the nationalist movement

steps were taken, their language’s 
days were numbered. Without official 
status, they said, prohibited and per-
secuted, in the absence of linguistic 
awareness Basque would not last an-
other forty years. It was vital to en-
sure transmission of the language to 
the new generations, yet that alone 
was not enough. Knowledge of the 
language must increase, it was nec-
essary for it to reach the cities. And 
where to start? With education.

There was already a precedent. In the 
ninteeen-thirties, centres for learning 
the Basque language had been opened 
in many Basque towns. Classes were 
taught in private homes, with almost 
no books as there were no special re-
sources or teaching methods: a teach-
er would take an exercise book in her 
hand and gather a few children in her 
kitchen to give them basic training in 
Basque. This had planted tiny seeds, 
and so once again in the sixties, de-
spite prohibitions under the dicta-
torship in Spain, many underground 
schools of this kind started springing 
up all over Euskal Herria: classes in 
empty rooms, without teaching ma-
terials or trained teachers, under the 
initiative of parents. News of them 
was transmitted by word of mouth, 
with parents themselves as the prin-
cipal doers: these were ordinary peo-
ple who wanted to give their sons and 
daughters an upbringing in Basque, 
and who in the heat of moment had 
boldly decided to give their support 
to Basque language education. Few 

in number at first, little by little there 
became more and more of them. At 
that time most people believed the 
Basque language to be doomed, but 
in many parts of the country an iron 
will took shape to guarantee the lan-
guage’s survival.

A second important motivation was 
the desire to develop a different kind 
of education. At the time, practically 
the only choices in schooling were 
the rigid model imposed by Franco’s 
authoritatian regime or else private 
education provided by members of 
some religious order or other. Parents 
backing the ikastola movement had in 
mind a different kind of school: inno-
vative, different, new. The very name 
is suggestive: a learning (ikaste) work-
shop (ola).

One of the founders of that period 
put it like this: “What was done to us 
in school? We were hit with a stick 
for speaking Basque, we were made 
to copy a hundred lines saying ‘I will 
not talk in class’. We didn’t want our 
children’s to go through the same 
thing we had; we knew we needed to 
do something though we didn’t know 
what, and what happened as a result 
eventually became an ikastola.” So the 
people who started the ikastolak were 
parents seeking a third way.

http://www.euskaltzaindia.net/dok/iker_jagon_tegiak/74646.pdf
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ria), Iruñea (Pamplona) or Donostia (San 
Sebastián), but less so in small towns in 
the back country of the Basque-speak-
ing provinces of Gipuzkoa and Bizkaia, 
where now a big issue emerged: in 
schools that had been created for the 
purpose of defending the right of chil-
dren to learn in their mother tongue, 
this situation led to a system with two 
“speeds”, because children who did not 
know Basque from their home could not 
keep up with language classes aimed at 
native Basque-speaking children, so a 
solution was needed.

Teaching
In fact, pedagogical concerns were a 
foremost issue for the ikastolak from 
the start, since they were not founded 
with the sole purpose of recovering the 
language. Cultivation of Basque identi-
ty and the nurturing of self-awareness 
were among the parents’ chief aims; 
their central purpose was to regain 
Basque-speaking customs and spread 
Basque culture. So when they began 
to seek funds to pay for teachers and 
schools, they did so by reviving and pro-
moting local festivities, and by taking 
part in local activities until they devel-
oped into cultural and social centres for  
these localities.

Getting started was not easy. The first 
ikastolak began in basements, rooms 
loaned by the local church or perhaps 
someone’s garage or a spare room. 
Classrooms were equipped with chairs 
and tables that had been foraged from 
somewhere or other. There was no offi-
cial assistance, and many administrative 
impediments. Those running the ikasto-
lak at first had to engage in constant 
fights with school inspectors to get 
them to acknowledge the value of the 
education given to ikastola pupils and 
grant the children qualifications. Some 
ikastolak were attended by children up 
to the age of six, others up to nine. Af-
ter that they were forced to start go-
ing to official schools if they wanted an 
official school qualification. Often the 

mistress. Parents agreed to pay a sum 
of money each month, out of which the 
mistress had to be paid and sometimes 
the rent too. Often it wasn’t enough, 
so groups of parents had to keep very 
busy with fundraising activities: they 
would set up food and drink stands in 
the local fiestas to raise money for their 
cause, hold raffles, and organise cultural 
events. By the way, the legality of all this 
was very dubious. In 1965 an ikastola in 
Bilbao, Euskal Herria’s biggest city, be-
came the first to obtain legal permission 
to operate.

The ikastola movement was also the be-
ginning of a new idea about schools in 
general. Built from the bottom up, they 
entailed a different concept of owner-
ship: the parents were the owners of 
their new school, and their involvement 
was not limited to putting in money or 
finding premises: they also participated 
in the education process, having a say 
about what textbooks were used and 
who the teachers would be. The ikastola 
movement began to spread by word 
of mouth, the opening of an ikastola 
in one town often leading to another 
being started in the next town. In the 
early years each school found its own 
way forward, but from 1970 onwards 
moves were made to set up a coordi-
nating body linking the schools; most of 
the ikastolak were structured as coop-
eratives. The idea of the cooperative was 
that everybody, parents and teachers 
alike, were equals in the ikastola when it 
came to decision-making. This idea lent 
strength to the cooperative movement.

At first the ikastolak started out with 
three-year-old girls and boys mixed to-
gether; this was itself unusual at a time 
when normally girls and boys were put 
in separate classrooms. Teaching meth-
ods were improvised, but innovative 
educational concepts were also tried 
out. Education was not seen as an ac-
tivity enclosed within the four walls of a 
room, but as something applicable to all 
the child’s activities. The main goal was 
not rote learning but rather stimulation 
of the child’s natural curiosity. Instead 
of the teacher being the protagonist 
and the pupil being treated as an object, 
the child became the subject and centre 
of the education process. Games, songs, 
outings and cultural activities were eve-
ryday happenings at an ikastola. As co-
ordination between ikastolak developed 
and improved, the teachers worked to-
gether more, but at the beginning dif-
ferent methods grew up autonomously 
in each such school.

The ikastola was a school for both learn-
ing Basque and learning in Basque. It 
was the project of Basque-speaking 
parents, who wanted their children to 
be educated in the language of their 
home. But the ikastola was initially an 
urban phenomenon, and in the towns 
and cities of Euskal Herria the Spanish 
language had, as it still has, a strong-
er presence. Consequently, more and 
more Spanish-speaking families who 
supported the Basque language started 
enrolling their children in ikastolak. That 
was perfectly natural and straightfor-
ward in cities like Bilbao, Gasteiz (Vito-
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theories and methods in child education, 
and other school-related subjects. There 
were nine teachers in the first promotion. 
Ten years later, there were forty-five.

Of course that wasn’t enough, and so 
the ikastolak turned to the Catalans and 
to the French pedagogue Célestin Frei-
net hoping to benefit from their support 
and experience in developing an edu-
cational model for the ikastolak. They 
exchanged ideas with educationalists 
from Catalonia, and learnt from Freinet, 
whose goal was to make the pupil the 
subject, dismissing over-rigid meth-
ods and preferring a flexible approach. 
This fit in very well with the ikastola  
philosophy.

Textbooks
In the drive to strengthen the ikastola 
schools, teachers soon became aware 
that the need for teaching materials 
was one of their most urgent problems. 
They lacked textbooks suited to their 
new kind of school, indeed they lacked 
teaching materials generally. At first a 
reader called Xabiertxo that had been 
first published in 1925 was the only 
Basque book they had. Although widely 
used, it was not particuarly suitable for 
the new times. For a school trying to of-
fer something different, its frequent re-
ligious quotations or essentialist refer-
ences to nature did not make it an ideal 

text. The leading figures in the ikastola 
movement of this period therefore be-
came preoccupied with matters relat-
ing to how to write textbooks, design 
them, publish them, and so on. They 
asked themselves what kind of material 
they should create for their pupils to  
learn from. 

It was the teachers themselves who re-
sponded to this pedagogical challenge. 
In the late sixties a group of teachers 
came together to form the Gordailu as-
sociation, whose goal was to make ad-
vances in pedagogy and teaching meth-
ods, and they began to produce books. 
First of all they published the Ikastola 
hiztegia, an “ikastola dictionary”, which 
was an important attempt to estab-
lish scientific and technical terms that 
Basque needed and didn’t yet have. 
Then they started publishing a series 
called Ikastola Liburutegia, the “ikastola 
library”, which consisted of books about 
natural sciences, social sciences, geog-
raphy and history. They were reference 
books, not textbooks, because the mem-
bers of Gordailu believed in active peda-
gogy, that is, in practical teaching: the 
child was to be the protagonist of his 
or her education. Such teachers believed 
that the pupil didn’t need a textbook; 
pupils were to make up their own text-
book as they went along, drawing from 
a variety of materials and sources. The 
idea was to aim for student autonomy, 
to spark off pupils’ initiative, with the 
teacher acting merely as a facilitator. It 
was an approach that aimed to do away 

names of pupils, or their number, were 
not declared properly in a ploy to keep 
the inspectors at bay. In other cases it 
was the teachers at the official schools 
who told on the ikastolak. But still the 
ikastolak kept going.

At that time teachers who were capa-
ble of teaching classes in Basque were 
few and far between, and teachers were 
forced to learn from practice as they pro-
ceeded. Working without social security 
and earning minimal wages, they forged 
ahead through sheer militancy and com-
mitment. At first these teachers had to 
supply teaching materials out of their 
own pockets: lesson plans, rough notes 
(hand-written at first, typed up later), 

and sometimes the odd book if someone 
was lucky enough to get  hold of one.

To go some way towards addressing 
these needs, in 1964 the Joanes Etxeberri 
Teacher Training School was opened in 
Donostia to provide training to ikastola 
teachers; here they began learning about 
Basque language and literature, local 
history, geography and anthropology, 

The ikastolak marked the 
beginning of a new way of 
understanding school. The 
school was owned by the 

parents, many of whom took 
part in building them up
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answered: “Schools”. The seventies saw 
the rise of the phenomenon of adult 
Basque language classes which turned 
out “new” Basque speakers (euskaldun 
berriak). This phenomenon wasn’t en-
tirely new, as there had always been 
some individuals who managed to learn 
Basque and eventually came to live in 
Basque, but now thousands of people 
became Basque speakers thanks to the 
growth of adult language schools with-
in the grassroots Basque movement. 
These were active bilinguals who had 
deliberately chosen to become Basque 
speakers, who could use Basque not 
only orally but in writing too, and their 
cultural contribution was crucial. These 
people wanted the Basque language 
to serve for everything, and they had 
no hangups about that. They wanted 
Basque to be in the public school sys-
tem as well. The symbolic impact of 
euskaldun berriak was also important: 
their existence seemed to demonstrate 
that, if even adults whose native lan-
guage was not Basque could master the 
language, what could the schools not 
achieve!

We need to remember the obstacles and 
official impediments still faced by the 
ikastolak. For all their progress, there 
was still no all-round, general permis-
sion to study in Basque, and often there 
also wasn’t a suitable building in which 
to accommodate pupils; teachers’ sala-
ries were modest, there were no official 
subsidies, and there was a shortage 
of teachers. Development of teaching 
materials was still an ongoing process. 

Everything remained to be done, and 
the ikastolak were still being kept going 
by the original drive of people’s ethu-
siasm, through self-organisation, non-
hierarchical structure and the sharing of 
functions. The ikastolak were for many 
children the home of Basque: that is 
where such children’s main, or perhaps 
only, contact with Basque was. An at-
tempt was made for the teacher, the 
cleaner, the principal, the worker, all to 
speak Basque always: that was a very 
important thing.

When the Basque Government came 
into being in the 1980s, it was this trend, 
started by the ikastolak, which egged it 
on to seek to address such wishes and 
aspirations within the public schools. 
That was when the new government 
came up with the idea of so-called “lan-
guage models” for the schools. The re-
cently created Basque parliament passed 
a law in 1983 establishing that all chil-
dren in the three provinces under its ju-
risdiction, Gipuzkoa, Bizkaia and Araba, 
must be given the opportunity to know 
and learn both Basque and Spanish, for 
which purpose three alternative types 
or “models” of bilingual education were 
defined, labeled A, B and D. In Model A 
all school subjects were to be taught in 
Spanish except for Basque language. In 
Model B, both Spanish and Basque were 
to be used as languages of instruction, 
while in Model D all subjects would be 
taught in Basque, with the exception 
of Spanish language. The goal was for 
all children reaching the age of sixteen 
to be able to speak, read and write in 

with domination by the teacher and a 
passive attitude on the part of the pupil.

It may have been too progressive, for 
the teachers themselves were not well 
prepared for such a teaching style, and 
after a few years passed it was decided 
that they needed “real books” after all, 
and so the ikastolak began translating 
textbooks produced by mainstream 
publishers into Basque. But there were 
problems with these books: they had 
been produced outside the Basque 
Country, whereas the ikastolak wanted 
to maintain their own pedagogical ap-
proach. This led to the Saioka project, 
which proposed to provide the ikastolak 
with an entire curriculum of their own.

The big idea in Saioka’s pedagogi-
cal approach was that the pupil is not 
“taught”, the pupil learns through ac-
tion. The goal, then, was group work 
aimed at increasing the pupil’s critical 
capacity. These were progressive mate-
rials written in standard Basque; often 
the teachers ran into trouble because 
new terminology had to be created in 
Basque and some of these terms sound-
ed alien to some of them, but at least 
for the first time there was a method, 
an overall approach, thanks to which 
Saioka was successful and effective.

This method demands involvement and 
commitment from the teacher, and re-
quires proper training. The authors of 
the Saioka books gave training courses 
themselves. The teachers themselves 
were the main protagonists. Often they 

created their own materials, each in 
their own manner, depending on their 
needs. Each of these efforts represented 
a contribution to the main corpus. They 
were small steps, but much needed 
ones, which made them gigantic too. It 
was thanks to the experiments that took 
place in those classrooms that technical 
Basque and specialized Basque started 
to develop.

Basque in the 
public schools  
The ikastola system underwent rapid 
growth in the 1970s. Ikastolak opened 
in practically every town and district 
throughout the country and enrolment 
numbers shot up; the movement’s ped-
agogical foundation became increas-
ingly robust, its teachers better trained, 
and as a result it disposed of more and 
more resources. However, most ikasto-
lak were still cooperatives run by par-
ents and teachers, and only ten percent 
of the country’s student population 
were enrolled in them.

But the concern about education was 
much broader than this. Asked what 
measures needed to be taken to support 
the Basque language, the great major-
ity of people at the time would have 
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The rise of Model D has been spec-
tacular: today more than 60% of 
children are enrolled in Model D. 
Within the public schools this figure 
is even higher, 80%.  

•	 In this period of time it has become 
evident to the public that the best 
model for children is the immersion 
system, namely Model D. Statistics 
have shown that only in an immer-
sion system do children acquire the 
ability to get along in both languag-
es, and so it is the only model that 
helps them to become Basque speak-
ers. Model A is useless for learning a 
second language: children who go to 
school in this model fail the Basque 
language proficiency tests.

•	 The success of Model D has been 
borne out by experience, proving that 
children learn a language better 
when they receive it in large doses. 
In other words, they learn the second 
language a lot better if they spend a 
large proportion of their school hours 
learning in it. It is also clear that they 
do not lose their native language in 
the process. Obviously the situation 
is different for children whose native 
language is the dominant language. 
In the case of children whose mother 
tongue is Spanish, going to school 
in a second language (i.e. Basque, in 
our case) presents no impediment to 
their development in the dominant 
language (Spanish), the status of 
which is ensured by its presence in 
society, at home and in the public 

both Basque and Spanish. The different 
models were basically motivated by an 
attempt to take into account pupils’ first 
language, Model A being intended for 
children coming from Spanish-speaking 
homes; the purpose of Model D was for 
Basque-speaking children to be able to 
get their entire education in Basque; 
while Model B was meant to satisfy 
those parents who wished for both lan-
guages to be given equal weight.

One major obstacle to carrying out this 
scheme was the lack of teachers, for in 
the early eighties most teachers in Eu-
skal Herria could not speak Basque. To 
train teachers, the Basque Government 
set up a special centre called IRALE, and 
the Eskoriatza Teacher Training College 
within the HUHEZI faculty likewise did 
a lot of work in this area, as did UEU, 
the Basque Summer University. The 
government handed out subsidies for 
the production of textbooks and school 
materials in Basque. A wide range of 
projects for extracurricular activities in 
Basque were also supported, including 
school drama groups, verse singing (a 
traditional Basque form of entertain-
ment), language immersion camps, and 
school visits by Basque writers.

This system of language models broke 
away from the idea, which had hith-
erto held sway, that all children ought 
be giving schooling in their mother 
tongue. The experience in Quebec had 
already demonstrated that in cases of 
language revitalization where the lan-
guage of school is not all the pupils’ 

native language, excellent results can 
still be obtained. That is to say, school 
achievement was no worse for children 
who were educated in a second lan-
guage. This finding was confirmed when 
the same system was implemented in 
other countries, including the Basque 
Country: pupils learnt a language that 
was not their native language without 
any negative effects whatsoever on 
their intellectual and linguistic devel-
opment. Henceforth the great challenge 
was to improve the level of Basque of 
pupils whose home language was  
not Basque.

Things have come a long way in the 
thirty years since these language mod-
els were first implemented in public 
schools. Today, with some reservations, 
it may be said that it is possible to be 
educated entirely in Basque all the way 
from infants’ school up to university. In 
a few cases everything, including uni-
versity, can be done in Basque, because 
some degrees are offered completely in 
Basque by the University of the Basque 
Country, the University of Deusto, the 
University of Mondragon and the Public 
University of Navarre. In other degrees 
there are options to do certain subjects 
in Basque.

Time has revealed the strengths and 
weaknesses of each of the language 
models:

•	 In 1982, 80% of pupils were enrolled 
in Model A programmes; today that 
figure has plummeted to under 20%. 
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rolled in Model D today is lower than 
25% because of the fact that the terri-
tory has been split into different zones 
with different language policies in each 
zone, and because the public adminis-
tration has not campaigned properly to 
promote Basque language learning. In 
the  northern Basque Country, which 
is in the French state, the situation is 
even worse: there, in practice the only 
way for children to study in Basque is 
to enrol in an ikastola.

Turning Spanish 
speaking 
children into 
Basque speakers
When Basque found its way into the 
public schools, some ikastolak “went 
public” and became schools in the sta-
te school system, but the majority pre-
ferred to maintain their original charac-
ter as self-run cooperatives. This opened 
up a debate about the language models. 
The options in the public schools were in 
theory set up to address the variety of 
home situations: Model A for children 
from Spanish-speaking households, 
Model D for Basque-speaking children. 

Although experience had already shown 
that immersion was the best solution 
for children who did not bring Basque 
with them from the home, at that point 
the ikastolak decided to re-examine the 
issue from a pedagogical point of view, 
posing the question: What can we do to 
turn children who do not speak Basque 
at home into better Basque speakers? At 
this stage the ikastolak set going a new 
method of second language learning 
called Haurtxoa.

The new scheme did not signify any 
backsliding in the determination for all 
children to spend as much time as pos-
sible speaking Basque, which at school 
meant a minimum of 80% of the time, 
but in terms of the treatment of the lan-
guage different forms of development 
or grading were introduced: for young 
children whose mother tongue was 
Spanish, a much more gradual process 
was envisaged up to the age of six, at 
which point all children were mixed to-
gether in the same class. The Haurtxoa 
project consisted of new teaching mate-
rials in all areas, which was of one type 
for originally Basque-speaking children 
and another type for Spanish speakers. 
It was described as a two-speed lan-
guage teaching programme.

This project was first set going in 
five ikastola schools, and within four 
years had expanded to over a hundred 
schools. It even spread to the public 
schools, and by the 1990-91 school year 
the materials were reaching about ten 
thousand pupils.

administration. In a country like 
Euskal Herria this is self-evident. In 
the opposite direction this is not the 
case at all: if children who speak a 
minority language are sent to a school 
in the dominant language, this usually 
has a very detrimental effect on their 
mastery of their native language.

•	 The results also show that only immer-
sion models can guarantee a positive 
result for the original language. The 
Basque experience has demonstrated 
that children who learn Basque as 
a school subject — children whose 
schooling is in Spanish but who are 
taught Basque as a subject — do not 
achieve better school results on ac-
count of this. On the contrary, they 
fail to learn Basque. To sum up: im-
mersion is the only effective way to 
produce bilingual, Basque-speaking 
children.

In many American countries, the law al-
lows for children to study in their local 

languages. This is called bilingual intercul-
tural education. But a lot of people have 
recognised the failure of this system. In 
many regions, in Ecuador, Guatemala or 
Colombia, this form of teaching has given 
rise to de facto ghettos, because only 
children whose native language is, say, 
Quechua are placed in classrooms, on the 
pretext of giving them classes about local 
customs and language for so many hours 
a week, while the teachers mostly do not 
speak Quechua. The upshot is that these 
children do not improve in their native 
language and the quality of teaching is 
very poor. In the last resort this is merely 
teaching to bring about their transition 
to Spanish, with no pedagogical basis, no 
resources and no motivation whatsoever. 
Consequently, since the teaching offered 
is so bad, parents prefer to have their chil-
dren go to an ordinary school.

In Navarre, another area of Euskal Her-
ria, local legislation opened the door to 
teaching through Basque in the public 
schools, but the number of children en-

http://www.ikastola.net/web/default.php
http://www.ikastola.net/web/default.php
http://www.ikastola.net/web/default.php
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The curriculum 
One of the first key decisions for anyone 
planning to start an education project 
concerns materials. What kind of mate-
rials are they going to work with: oral, 
written or a mixture of both? What 
will the role of teachers be: simply to 
transmit knowledge, or to educate? And 
what approach will be taken? But first 
of all it is necessary to decide what the 
children should be taught. What events 
and concepts will sixteen-year-olds 
need to know about by the time they 
complete their compulsory education, 
what procedures must they know how 
to carry out and what skills must they 
have acquired, and what values and 
attitudes are they to have mastered? 
Planners must first identify the set of 
abilities, knowledge and skills that must 
be acquired by young people within the 
school community. Or here is another 
way of looking at it: what set of customs, 
perspectives, beliefs and behaviour pat-
terns does one generation wish to pass 
on to the next? This is called a curricu-
lum. The ultimate purpose of education 
can be summed up and synthesized in  
the curriculum.

This is naturally the first step for any-
one who wants to organise a system 
of education, but in Euskal Herria this 
was not the starting point. The curricu-

lum came in to play after the language 
models explained above had been incor-
porated into the public school system; 
the ikastolak, however, got started much 
earlier than that. All the concerns about 
pedagogy and the curriculum came 
later. Maybe there was no other way: it 
would have been impossibe to reach a 
consensus regarding the curriculum in 
the period when the ikastolak started 
up, and if they had had to wait for such 
a consensus perhaps we would not be 
here writing this book now! It couldn’t 
be done, and maybe this is the lesson 
to be learnt: provided the will and de-
termination of a people or a society is 
there, each one of us can find our own 
way forward.

UNESCO says, with regard to the cur-
riculum, that the main job of education 
is to facilitate the development of the 
individual as a part of society, and that 
education is the vehicle of cultures and 
values and the road to socialization. The 
1996 Universal Declaration of Language 
Rights says that every language com-
munity has the right to use education to 
enable the thorough knowledge of one’s 
own cultural heritage, including one’s 
history and geography, literature and all 
cultural forms. So each community can 
decide what its children, the people who 
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•	 Learning to live together is another 
of the major tasks of school, by de-
veloping an understanding of other 
people and learning to communicate 
with them, acquiring the skills that 
make it possible to work towards 
shared goals and to analyse con-
flicts; pluralism, respect for nature, 
mutual comprehension and respect 
for peaceful values.

•	 Lastly, one must learn to be, so that 
one can better express one’s own 
personality and learn to act with 
more and more capacity for au-
tonomy, hold opinions and take on 
personal responsibilities. To this 
end, each person’s gifts and abili-
ties should not be underestimated, 
whether it be memory, reasoning, a 
sense of aesthetics, physical ability, 
capacity to communicate, and so on, 
not forgetting respect for the land.

Education, then, is not just about receiv-
ing knowledge but also concerns learn-
ing to do things, to live together and 
to act as an autonomous individual. A 
curriculum must therefore be designed 
in such a way as to make explicit refer-
ence to the sociocultural characteristics 
of one’s own community. The main task 
of pedagogy is to prepare pupils who 
are active, critical, and ready to take part 
in the transformation of oppressive so-
cial structures, so that they may become 
historical actors in the building of a bet-
ter society.

Building 
a Basque 
curriculum 
In Euskal Herria the curriculum, or “edu-
cational programme” as it may be called, 
has long been a subject of concern for 
the Basque community — unsurpris-
ingly, since the people who exerted 
themselves most to achieve a Basque 
curriculum were the same people 
whose dream it was to have a Basque 
school in the first place: the creators of  
the ikastolas. 

There are actually several curricula in 
the Basque Country owing to admin-
istrative fragmentation. There is one in 
Navarre and a different one in Araba, 
Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa. 55% of the cur-
riculum for these four provinces is im-

are destined to guide the community in 
the future, should learn at school. 

Of course, societies do not develop in 
a vacuum but in particular cultural and 
historical contexts, and the school sys-
tem should recognise the importance of 
the world in which the local commu-
nity lives. We must bear in mind that 
the language is also learnt at home and 
in the family, in the place where one 
lives and with one’s friends, and all this 
makes up the first and most immediate 
locus of language transmission. School 
provides a means of teaching to respect 
and promote cultural and linguistic di-
versity, and that is where the curriculum 
comes in. According to the internation-
ally accepted definition, the curriculum 
should rest on four chief goals or “pil-
lars”, called learning to know, learning 

to do, learning to live together and 
learning to be.

•	 Learning to know means coming 
to possess sufficient broad, general 
knowledge, and being given an op-
portunity to acquire deeper knowl-
edge of certain selected subjects. This 
makes it necessary to learn how to 
learn in order to be able to benefit 
throught life from the available edu-
cational opportunities.

•	 The school must also teach how to 
do things, not just in order to obtain 
professional qualifications but also 
to deal with many different situa-
tions in which individuals may find 
themselves, and also to acquire the 
abilities that will allow them to work 
together in a team.
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in them, nothing that could be called a  
“Basque dimension”.

For instance, the term Euskal Herria it-
self, which is the customary way to re-
fer to the Basque community, was used 
in very different ways in the curricula 
in question, in some of which it didn’t 
appear at all! The authors of the study 
came to the conclusion that, in general, 
it was merely a development, adapta-
tion and specification of the treatment 
of fields and subjects that appeared 
in the Spanish curriculum. There was 
no attempt in them to produce a real 
Basque curriculum at all. Not a cur-
riculum that had been thought up by 
the Basque community. Even when the 
language was studied through texts the 
sociolinguistic and historical aspects of 
the language were mentioned, but only 
in the case of the Basque language, not 
when looking at Spanish texts.

When it came to the curriculum of the 
northern Basque Country, the authors 
of the study drew attention to the fact 
that there was no reference at all to 
other cultures and languages, and cer-
tainly not to the Basque language or 
territory. There was no trace in it of di-
versity, which is of so much importance 
to the ikastolak and the Basque com-
munity, nor to Basque symbols. In short, 
the study concluded that Basques in 
northern Euskal Herria were given very 
little opportunity to learn through their 
curriculum about the Basque language, 
Basque identity or Basque culture, while 
that which the Basques of the south 

had in common in theirs was basically 
the Spanish curriculum.

Thus members of the ikastola move-
ment concluded that official Spanish 
and French curricula were a far cry from 
a Basque curriculum, and the official 
curricula of the Basque Autonomous 
Community and Navarre were also 
found wanting. They concluded that 
a Basque curriculum was all the more 
necessary. They nicknamed this Basque 
curriculum kixkia, a word which refers 
to the central part of a traditional pelota 
ball or the innermost layer of an onion: 
the kernel, core, heart, soul! The Basque 
Country was in Europe, it was a part 
of western culture, yes, but the kixkia 
was the part that makes it Basque. And 
to remain Basque, it was essential to 
ensure its transmission to every child; 
every ball must have its kixkia, they said.

The kixkia 
What, however, was this kixkia? What 
was this inner core that makes the 
Basque Country Basque; our specific-
ity vis-à-vis the other countries of Eu-
rope? It has traditionally been supposed 
that the subject areas most closely re-
lated, or most obviously so, to the eth-
nic, territorial and cultural identity of  
Euskal Herria are Language and Litera-
ture, Geography and History, and in a 
broad sense, Anthropology, so these had 

posed by the Spanish government, while 
the administrations of the two autono-
mous communities are left to sup-
ply the remaining 45%. Finally, in the 
northern Basque provinces of Lapurdi, 
Low Navarre and Zuberoa there is yet 
another curriculum, determined by the  
French state.

The first move to establish a Basque cur-
riculum commenced in 1992 at the Sec-
ond National Conference of the ikastola 
movement; at the Third National Confe-
rence, four years later, it was decided to 
undertake a study aimed at creating a 
Basque national curriculum. The object 
was basically to come up with a defini-
tion of what it is that we wish to trans-
mit, as a group, as a society, as a culture, 
from one generation to the next.

The members of the research group 
were clear about one thing: none of the 
curricula currently in effect were valid 
for an educational project that intended 
to strengthen and reinforce the country 
and the community. But they also un-
derstood that the new curriculum was 
not to be focused exclusively on the lo-
cal culture and traditions, but needed to 
be a Basque curriculum centred on the 
society of the future, combining local 
and universal elements.

So it was decided to begin with an 
analysis of the existing curricula, to 
see what content was being studied 
by Basque pupils, what things were 
played up or down, according to what 
principles. The curricula of the differ-
ent regions of the Basque Country were 
examined and it was concluded that 
there was no common culture present 

http://www.euskalcurriculuma.net/web/default.php
http://www.euskalcurriculuma.net/web/default.php
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which, in the public schools also, at 
different rhythms and with different 
goals in each of the administrative 
areas to which the schools were sub-
ject, there was also teaching through 
Basque. The number of pupils studying 
in Basque was on the rise, all the way 
up from infants’ school to university, 
and a lot had been accomplished in the 
way of textbook production, although 
there were clearly shortcomings in 
the materials when examined from a  
Basque perspective.

In them, for example, there was no uni-
formity, or application of standard crite-
ria, regarding the geographical borders 
or names of parts of the Basque terri-
tory. When we come to the treatment of 
Basque culture, or history or the organisa-
tion of society, it was the same thing. In 
many cases textbooks published in Basque 
were nothing but mechanical translations 
of Spanish textbooks. In the teaching ma-
terials published by local publishers too, 
although the Basque dimension was allot-
ted more space, the main point of refer-
ence was the official Spanish curriculum, 
and in the opinion of the ikastolak the 
Basque dimension was not adequately 
covered in that curriculum. What room is 
there for the use of translations, and which 
are the fields in which priority should be 
given to the creation of original materi-
als? How should the analysis of content 
of textbooks be structured? These were  
some of the questions they had to  
grapple with.

Developing 
the Basque 
curriculum
These were the foundations of what, 
in the opinion of the ikastolak, was 
needed to ensure the kind of teaching 
that the Basque community required. 
After much work, in July, 2004 the 
Federation of Ikastolak presented the 
result, a 700-page report called “The 
Basque Curriculum: A Cultural Road-
map. Experts’ Report”, which brought 
together the opinions of 63 special-
ists about what constituted the body 
of knowledge about Euskal Herria and 
the world that an educated Basque per-
son should possess. This was the kixkia, 

already been previously marked off as signs 
of “Basquehood”. Thus these were also the 
areas on which the ikastola members 
started concentrating, although other ar-
eas were not ignored completely. All other 
areas of knowledge were also considered 
Basque, even when they were universal: 
these were “universal, and so also Basque”. 
How is this achieved? By transmitting all 
those areas of knowledge through the 
Basque language, for the very same rea-
son that the Spanish or the French un-
derline the universality of this knowledge 
by transmitting it through their respective  
languages.

Naturally, the first step is to train teach-
ers. It is the teacher who develops the 
curriculum in the classroom and puts 
it into practice, and the authors of 
the Basque curriculum realised that 
the central principles and objectives 

of the Basque curriculum needed to 
be incorporated into teachers’ training 
if the ideas were ever going to reach  
the pupils.

This was a tough problem because most 
of the young men and women who be-
came teachers had themselves not stud-
ied using a Basque curriculum, nor had 
they been trained in one. So the Basque 
curricululm was a project that required 
in-job training and updating, an ambi-
tious plan which made it necessary for 
the staff and management in all areas 
of education to undergo retraining.

Teaching materials also came up for dis-
cussion. Teaching without any materials 
is impractical, since teachers can hardly 
teach without resources. It is almost im-
possible for teachers to come up with 
all the materials needed for their class 
themselves. The importance of mate-
rials is even greater when a language 
is going through a normalization pro-
cess, because those materials — such as 
books, teaching units, audiovisual ma-
terials, dictionaries and encyclopedias — 
are the very references through which 
normalization is seen to take shape.

Many things had already been done in 
the area of materials at the time when 
the subject of the ikastola curriculum 
came up for study. There were many 
ikastolak, where a great many pupils 
went to school, and numerous publish-
ers inside or outside Euskal Herria had 
dedicated themselves to creating books 
and other materials in Basque. Besides 



The curriculum 43

•	 Basic and common components. 
Those curriculum components are 
called basic which are important 
for personal development, living to-
gether with others on a daily basis, or 
work, or which are essential in order 
to be able to learn other things and 
go on learning throughout life. Com-
mon components are those which 
promote solidarity and unity among 
all pupils and favour equality of op-
portunity.

•	 The Specific (special, particular) 
Basque Curriculum. The Specific 
Basque Curriculum consists of con-
tent related to Euskal Herria, wheth-
er originally its own or adopted 
into it. In other words, those things 
which make us different from  
other cultures. 

At first work on this Curriculum received 
support and assistance from the Basque 
Government’s ministry of education, but 
later that cooperation was interrupted.

but now came the next step of insert-
ing it inside the ball! In other words, 
specifying the Basque Curriculum of  
Compulsory Education.

The specialists who authored the report 
focused on competences (or abilities). 
Competence stands in contrast to con-
tent: it refers to a set of skills drawn 
from life experience in connection with 
the educational domain or the imme-
diate community, based on the prem-
ise that the school is not just a place 
for receiving information or knowledge 
but also for being taught to relate and 
adapt to our context and surroundings. 
It is essential to learn these things, and 
one place for doing so, although not the 
only one, is the school.

The ikastolak listed the following com-
petences or abilities:

•	 Learning to learn and to think
•	 Learning to communicate 
•	 Learning to live together 
•	 Learning to do and to act 
•	 Learning to be oneself 

When talking about the main objec-
tives of the curriculum it was pointed 
out that Basque culture is not trans-
mitted in the official curricula, or not 
in an adequate fashion. It was also ob-
served that it is necessary to incorpo-
rate competences needed in order to 
live in a Basque society integrated in 
Europe and interacting with the world 
at large. Also in connection with the 
subject of competences, the report 

recalled a basic issue discussed in the 
report drawn up for UNESCO under the 
leadership of Jacques Delors, which is 
that transmitting language and culture 
is not the only function of education, for 
it must also serve to prepare pupils for 
all areas of life and develop the ability 
to learn how to learn. This is necessary 
in order to understand our own human 
nature, to encourage critical thinking, to 
develop creative skills and to make us 
responsible for our own actions.

Putting all this into practice we end up 
with a “ball” made up of three layers:

•	 The Basque Curriculum as a whole.  
This is a selection of Basque pro-
cesses and products from a given 
perspective on the world (in this 
case a Basque perspective). Of these 
cultural processes and products, 
some are specific to the Basque 
Country, some have been borrowed 
into it, and others are universal. 
The biggest proportion of any cur-
riculum is universal, and this is also 
true of the Basque Curriculum. The 
influence of Europe and the West 
is considerable. What differs is the 
way in which that content is per-
ceived, interpreted and expressed. 

The school is not just a 
place to receive content and 

knowledge, it is also where we 
learn how to relate to others 

and adapt to our surroundings
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Most countries in the world are bilin-
gual or multilingual. Whether in the 
Amazon, Central Europe, the Caucasus 
or large parts of Africa, it has been the 
norm to know several local languages 
because this is useful for peaceful co-
existence. Hence education should not 
only make sure pupils know their own 
language but make provisions for them 
to know another language as well. The 
only thing that must be made perfectly 
clear is that learning a new language 
should under no circumstance entail the 
loss of one’s native language.

A lot of languages are studied as second 
or third languages; in consequence of 
social relations resulting from coexist-
ence between different groups, immi-
gration or particular educational poli-
cies, many members of society become 
bilingual or multilingual in the course of 
a lifetime. The reasons that lead some-
one to learn another language may be 
social, occupational, commercial, sci-
entific or political. But every language 
learning experience should be a process 
of growth, a cultural broadening: a path 

of entry into another culture, never a 
giving up of one’s own.

What is more, when the members of 
another community learn a minor-
ity language and when the community 
members themselves who have lost the 
language learn it, this gives that lan-
guage more prestige. And that is deci-
sive in language recovery processes. It 
is difficult, though not impossible, to 
revive a language and recover it fully, 
and in such initiatives the role of edu-
cation is absolutely vital. The stories of 
Hebrew, Maori, Basque, Welsh and Cata-
lan all prove the point, as do Mapuche, 
Sami and Trique.

Another positive effect of teaching a 
minority language in school is that it 
strengthens children’s self-esteem, and 
helps nurture a positive attitude to an-
other culture and language besides one’s 
own, accepting and respecting differ-
ences. Schools are points of resistance 
to language loss and strategic points for 
the implementation of language policy, 
since they serve to spread knowledge 

Multilingual 
objective 



Multilingual objective 47

•	 The value of biodiversity is recog-
nised throughout the world; similar 
recognition must be achieved of the 
value of linguistic diversity as part of 
mankind’s cultural heritage.

•	 Being multilingual is very useful in 
today’s world, for example for trad-
ing and commerce, social and politi-
cal relations, or keeping track of new 
developments in technology and 
other fields of knowledge. Hence it 
is the job of the school to show how 
to appreciate and take advantage 
of all the levels of learning that are 
achieved through language study

The Eleanitz 
Project
Pursuing the objective of multilingual-
ism, there have been several projects 
in the Basque Country to bring a third 
language into the school curriculum 
(besides Spanish and Basque). Today 
English is a compulsory subject for 
everyone in the public schools, but the 
amount of time spent on it varies widely 
depending on the type of school or the 
individual school. But we may general-
ize that English is becoming more and 
more important in the school syllabus.

of the written language and carry out 
standardization, to train teachers from 
the indigenous community, and to el-
evate the status of languages that have 
been subject to discrimination or per-
secution.

The University of the Basque Counry’s 
UNESCO chair has made a number of 
recommendations about language and 
education worth bearing in mind by 
those in positions of responsibility in 
the fields of education and culture:

•	 Multilingualism is the best prepara-
tion there is for defending cultural 
diversity and resisting globalization. 
Knowledge of languages should be 
the top goal for education for the 
new millennium.

•	 Multilingualism should be a general 
objective for everyone, not just minor-
ity language speakers.

•	 Minority language communities 
should receive support and assess-
ment from public institutions to help 
them create and develop their own 
systems of education, while leaving 
those communities free to determine 
their own objectives.

•	 The lack of a writing system should 
not stop a language from being used 
at school; it should be a priority of 
education to promote oral language 
use, and all the more so in the case 
of little-used languages.

•	 The kinds of education system which 
produce multilingual or at least bilin-
gual individuals are the ones that are 
most useful for the maintenance of 
linguistic diversity.

•	 For immigrants, pedagogical ap-
proaches using immersion are rec-
ommended, and it must be com-
patible with maintenance of their 
original languages.

•	 A monolingual school system is very 
bad for linguistic diversity.

•	 The school cannot guarantee a lan-
guage’s recovery or even its sur-
vival, but it will be difficult to save 
a language if there is no appropriate 
education system for the language 
community.
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Basque must be placed on 
the same level with other 

languages, but Basque 
speakers also need to learn 
another language, otherwise 
the Basque language itself 

may be put at risk

on the same level as Spanish and French 
which have a high international status, 
while at the same time Basque speak-
ers should master another language 
and be able to use it properly, because 
otherwise Basque itself might be placed 
at risk.

With these things in mind, the ikas-
tolak developed a Language Project in 
2000 whose main goal is, in addition to 
developing pupils’ ability to communi-
cate, to make the language an effective 
instrument for all of life’s situations  
and needs.

The ikastolak implemented the Elean-
itz Project progressively, step by step 
and only in some places. For the first 
three years two options were offered, in 
both of which Basque was the primary 
language. In the first option, called El-
eanitz-English, English was taught from 
age four to age sixteen, Spanish from 
eight or nine to fifteen or sixteen, and 

French from twelve to sixteen. In the 
second option, the only difference was 
that French was taught from age four 
to sixteen. The Federation of Ikastolak 
developed its own teaching materials.

Tests have shown that 79.7% of second-
ary school students pass the Trinity Col-
lege ESOL test, an oral test, and there 
is no perceptible difference between 
experimental groups who followed 
the multilingual programme and a  
control group in terms of global Basque 
language results.

The ikastolak are no less committed to 
this, and at present there is a star pro-
ject called Eleanitz (‘many languages’ 
or ‘multilingual’) whose goal is to turn 
out not just bilingual but multilingual 
pupils. An integrated programme was 
developed for pupils with diverse cul-
tural and linguistic backgrounds which 
included Basque language maintenance 
and Basque immersion programmes. 
Although most of the pupils’ native 
language was Spanish, at school it was 
treated as a second language and chil-
dren began studying it as a school sub-
ject from the age of eight. The objective 
of Spanish teaching was to consolidate 
proper mastery of its formal, academic 
register, that is, the register of the lan-
guage which is not used in everyday 
life outside of school. From the age of 

four, children started learning a third 
language, namely English in this case. 
One reason is that children are believed 
to find it easer to acquire languages at 
such an early age; another was to in-
crease the number of hours devoted to 
learning English within the compulsory 
school syllabus, but to do it in a way 
which would not encroach on the pride 
of place of Basque.

However, the early introduction of 
a third language is still a controver-
sial issue. Some argue that in Finland, 
for example, children begin learning 
English at age eleven and still achieve  
excellent results.

The main idea behind this ikastola pro-
ject was that Basque should be placed 

http://www.eleanitz.org/web/default.php
http://www.eleanitz.org/web/default.php


How to set up an education system 51

Setting up an entire education system is 
a project full of challenges, of course. If it 
is to meet with success, the connections 
between the content of the language or 
languages to be taught and studied must 
be carefully analysed first of all. Success 
will have a lot to do with the sociolin-
guistic setting, particularly in the case of 
minority languages. For it is impossible to 
try to cultivate the teaching and learn-
ing of languages in a school environment 
without taking into account the socio-
linguistic situation of those languages 
outside school. Needless to say, the weak 
sociolinguistic situation of a language 
can limit what can be done about teach-
ing and studying it at school.

•	 While it is true that a language will 
not stop being a language just be-
cause it is not used in education, 
it should be borne in mind that the 
school is a place that can play a key 
role in the transmission of a culture 
and in helping it to gain prestige and 
status. In modern society the school 
is fundamental to keeping it alive  
and strong.

•	 Language immersion programmes 
are found most widely and used most 
often in those parts of the world 
where there is, in society, a clear and 
definite interest in fully recovering a 
language which has been turned into 
a minority language. In the Basque 
Country’s experience at least, im-
mersion is the only system that can 
lead to both languages being learnt 
properly: the language of the home 
and the dominant language. The re-
sults achieved prove that this system 
is in no way detrimental to pupils’ 
progress. Quite the contrary: speak-
ing more than one language is ad-
vantageous for the pupil, because it 
facilitates things and produces new 
skills, and even makes it easier to 
learn more languages later on.

•	 The first steps in setting up an educa-
tion system are to develop teaching 
materials and train teachers, once a 
curriculum has been agreed upon. 
However, in the Basque Country 
things got going before all that. First 
the project got underway and then 

How to set up an 
education system 
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languages, even though the indig-
enous peoples of America (or Abya 
Yala) claim that their beliefs, history 
and legends are told through sym-
bols and drawings. So a standard 
language is a good tool for a school, 
but it is also possible to start up an 
education system without it. That is 
how things started in Euskal Herria 
and the standard language was cre-
ated afterwards. But it is true to say 
that the standard language did prove 
very helpful to Basque teaching, and 
that Basque teaching in turn played 
a very important part indeed in con-
solidating and spreading knowledge  
of the standard.

•	 Schools based on oral transmission 
are another matter, however. When 
the first ikastolak got started there 

was very little written material to be 
had: teachers had no training or abil-
ity to produce textbooks. But if the 
truth be told, in general precious lit-
tle attention was paid to oral teach-
ing even then; too little, perhaps. In 
the case of the American indigenous 
languages, traditional oral texts may 
have great importance and be very 
useful for the teaching of such mi-
nority languages.

•	 Multilingualism is one of the world’s 
riches, and education should not only 
ensure that people know their own 
mother tongue but also teach an-
other language. But it must always 
be kept clearly in mind that learning 
a new language must not result in 
losing one’s mother tongue. 

the work of developing textbooks, 
teacher training and formulating 
a curriculum commenced. What 
this shows is that provided there is 
enough will and stamina in a soci-
ety, every people can find its own  
way forward.

•	 It is important that the new school 
should be a space dedicated to one’s 
own language and culture. It must 
not only be a place to learn, but a 
home for the language.

•	 The nature of the curriculum, the 
teaching materials and the educa-
tional approach are things that each 
community must make its own deci-
sions about, including what place is 
to be allotted to its traditions, how to 
cultivate its own world-view and its 
relations with its environment, and 
how it will refer to other peoples and 
countries. Every community ought 
to have the right to organise its own 
education system as it sees fit.

•	 It is in most cases not just desirable 
but virtually essential for teachers to 
be bilingual. But though it may be 
essential, this isn’t always obvious 
to everybody. In the Basque Country, 
for example, not even five percent of 
teachers in the public schools across 
the Basque Country could speak 
Basque, whereas today in the prov-
inces of Araba, Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa 
the proportion is over 80%. Given 
that a teacher normally represents a 
role model for pupils, it is absolutely 

essential that the teacher should 
both know and speak the minority 
language in order to be able to get 
anywhere at all.

•	 What will happen if the teacher and 
the pupils speak different varieties 
of the language? This is something 
that often worries parents who are 
concerned that their children will 
stop talking the dialect of the home. 
Everywhere in the world today it 
is understood that the school is a 
place to learn to read and write and 
it is clear that a standard language 
is not only helpful but sometimes 
necessary, because that is what a 
standard, unified language is: a set 
of writing conventions. As for dia-
lectal diversity, this may be seen as 
something that enriches the class, 
if we agree that it is a good thing 
to learn about different variants. 
Besides, we should remember that 
most minority languages haven’t got 
a standard variety anyway, and this 
very concept of a standard language 
is often linked to written languages, 
and therefore, as often as not, asso-
ciated with the dominant languages. 
Less than a quarter of the languages 
of the world have a standard form 
and a written literature. 19% of the 
world’s languages are unwritten 

Knowing another language is 
good for the pupil because it 

brings with it new skills  
and abilities

http://www.ueu.org/denda/ikusi/hizkuntza_gutxituen_erronkak
http://www.ueu.org/denda/ikusi/hizkuntza_gutxituen_erronkak
http://www.mondragon.edu/eu/huhezi
http://www.mondragon.edu/eu/huhezi
http://www.mondragon.edu/eu/huhezi
http://www.mondragon.edu/eu/huhezi
http://www.mondragon.edu/eu/huhezi
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