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Abstract 
In various activities of everyday life, we constantly create and interpret different types of texts. We 
usually start to learn how to interpret written texts in the first year of primary school and our reading 
comprehension competencies are continually developed till the end of school education. From this 
follows that the school education has a crucial role in developing the learners' reading comprehension 
competencies. The aim of our paper is to analyse the education's expectations regarding the secondary 
grammar school students' reading comprehension skills in Slovakia based on the official educational 
documents. We analyse the aims of the National Institute for Education documents of the school subject 
Hungarian language and literature from the point of view of expected reading comprehension abilities 
which should be acquired from the given subject during the years of secondary education based on 
these documents. Moreover, we compare the reading comprehension competency requirements to be 
achieved by the above mentioned documents with the actual text comprehension skills of high school 
students using the results of our reading comprehension survey among Hungarian secondary school 
students in Slovakia.  

Keywords: reading comprehension, Hungarian minority, secondary school students, National Institute 
for Education. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
This study presents the expectations of education in the field of grammar schooling related to the reading 
comprehension skills of Hungarian students in Slovakia. In Slovakia, the Hungarian minority is the most 
populous minority community. According to the 2011 census data, the country had a population of 
5,397,036 permanent residents, of whom 458,467 (8.5%) declared themselves Hungarian. The table 
below summarizes the number of Hungarians by regions and districts based on the last census results. 

Table 1. The number of Hungarian minority by regions and districts  
based on the 2011 census results in Slovakia. 

Regions Districts In total 
1) Western Slovakia Trenčín 797 (0,1%) 
2) Western Slovakia Trnava 120 784 (21,8%) 
3) Southwestern Slovakia Bratislava 23 888 (4%) 
4) Southwestern Slovakia Nitra 169 460 (24,6%) 
5) Central Slovakia Banská Bystrica 67 596 (10,2%) 
6) Southeastern Slovakia Košice 74 743 (9,4%) 
7) Northeastern Slovakia Prešov 646 (0,1%) 
8) North Slovakia Žilina 553 (0,1%) 
 458 467 

Source: Data of the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic on the 2011 census [1] 

The Hungarians in Slovakia have an advanced educational network from nursery schools to secondary 
schools, and from 2004 there is a Hungarian-language university as well. Minority education does not 
form a separate unit in the educational system of Slovakia, and educational documents regulate both, 
majority and minority education. Among the eight districts, there are Hungarian primary schools and 
secondary schools in the districts numbered 2) - 6). In Hungarian-language educational institutions, in 
addition to foreign language subjects (Slovak, English or German language etc.), students can study 
and acquire the curriculum in their mother tongue from primary school to the end of secondary education. 
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The requirements set by the educational system for the students' comprehension skills in their mother 
tongue, within the subject of Hungarian language and literature, are determined by the documents of 
the National Institute for Education at certain levels of school education. The Hungarian language and 
literature subject has a key role in the shaping and development of the mother tongue competencies of 
students in Hungarian-speaking schools. Course objectives vary by grade: students need to acquire 
different competencies depending on their age. 

The following is a description of the reading comprehension requirements for secondary grammar 
schools in the documents of the Slovak National Institute for Education, which are to be acquired during 
education, and on the basis of the partial results of our age-group comprehension survey, we present 
the current level of reading comprehension competence of grammar school students. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
In the course of our research, we analysed the documents of the Slovak National Institute for Education 
[2], which define the required comprehension skills for Hungarian grammar school students. The 
documents of the National Institute for Education include, with a binding nature, the curriculum for the 
schools at different levels of education and the competences to be achieved by the students, as well as 
the number of lessons for each subject. 

The tool of our field research was a comprehension test compiled by us, supplemented by a sociological 
questionnaire. The test was used to measure the level of native language comprehension competences 
of Hungarian students in Slovak secondary schools. One of the aims of our research was to find out to 
what extent the comprehension skills, required by official documents, develop during the time of 
education. The test was completed by first and fourth-year students of 13 different types of Hungarian-
language secondary schools (grammar schools, vocational secondary schools, trade schools) in 
Slovakia. Data on the general characteristics of the students were obtained using a sociological 
questionnaire, which included basic data on students (e.g. gender, place of residence), as well as, 
questions on possible factors influencing the comprehension skills of the informants, such as language 
use, or reading habits of students. The target group of the research were students entering and finishing 
secondary school education, with a total of 649 students, 328 first-year and 321 fourth-year students. 
The test was compiled from the published tasks of the 2009 PISA survey [3], as the results of PISA 
testing provide information on the comprehension competence of the 15-year-old, which is the starting 
point for evaluating the data we received. Our goal is to answer the question of how much the age and 
the number of years spent in education changes the reading comprehension skills, and to what extent 
the competencies achieved correspond to the level set by the National Institute for Education. The test 
contains three texts, and there are four tasks for each text. One of the three texts is a continuous text (a 
novel passage) and two are non-continuous texts (a newspaper article with graphs and a store guide). 
To successfully accomplish these tasks, students have to use each of the three different comprehension 
thinking operations: to access and retrieve, to interpret and integrate, and to reflect and evaluate. The 
tasks were of two types: closed-ended multiple-choice and open-ended explanation requiring questions. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Requirements for reading comprehension skills in grammar schools 
During grammar school education, the main aim of the Hungarian language and literature subject is not 
only to acquire knowledge, but also to ensure that students are able to succeed in every communication 
situation, to further develop their comprehension skills and their oral and written expressiveness. The 
objectives of the subject are generally formulated, not explicitly explained in terms of developing the 
reading comprehension skills, and differ only slightly from the output requirements of the upper class. 

In summary, the objectives of the subject are as follows: 

• to learn different types of reading; 
• students should be able to express their feelings, opinions about the text they have read and they 

can justify them; 

• to be able to interpret literary texts; 
• to recognize the keywords in the text; 

• to be able to distinguish the main thoughts of the text from secondary information; 
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• to read critically; 

• to recognize explicit information in the text; 
• to deduce implicit content not stated in the text; 

• to combine the information in the text with their own prior knowledge; 
• to evaluate the text based on various (e.g. formal, content) aspects [2]. 

The way in which students develop their comprehension skills is not dealt with in the analysed 
educational document in detail, nor does it explain how the acquisition of compulsory curriculum aids 
the development of reading comprehension skills. 

3.2 Presenting the results of the sociological questionnaire 
The selected grammar school is located in Southwestern Slovakia. 75 students from the school: 37 first-
graders (16 years old students) and 38 fourth-graders (19 years old students), took part in the survey, 
the number of participants in the two grades was approximately equal. In the questionnaire, which 
involved 20 questions, students answered questions also about their language use and language skills. 
To the question: What language do your parents and most of your environment speak to you since your 
birth? the majority of participating students (90.6%) answered that those named in the question spoke 
Hungarian to them, and only 9.3% of the students are communicated to by their family members in both, 
Hungarian and Slovak (see Table 2. for more details). None of the pupils use Slovak language as an 
only means of communication in everyday life.  

Table 2. What language do your parents and most of your environment speak to you since you were born? 

 First-graders Fourth-graders In total 

Hungarian 34 (91,9%) 34 (89,5%) 68 (90,6%) 

Hungarian and Slovak 3 (8,1%) 4 (10,5%) 7 (9,3%) 

Students could also evaluate their own language skills by circling from the given options of a closed-
ended question. Overall, the majority of students - according to their own statements - know much better 
Hungarian than Slovak, 67 respondents (89.3%) circled this answer. None of the students feel, that they 
would speak Slovak better than Hungarian. The results are summarized in Table 3 below. 

Table 3. The students’ Hungarian and Slovak language skills. 

 First-graders Fourth-graders In total 

I speak much better Hungarian than Slovak 34 (91,9%) 33 (86,8%) 67 (89,3%) 

I speak a bit better Hungarian than Slovak 2 (5,4%) 4 (10,5%) 6 (8%) 

I speak equally well both languages 1 (2,7%) 1 (2,6%) 2 (2,6%) 

In total 37 (100%) 38 (100%) 75 (100%) 

In the questionnaire, we asked not only about the language use and language skills of the informants, 
but also the students' marks they received in the last year-end certificate from Hungarian language and 
literature subject. In the Slovak educational system the evaluation of the students is done on a five level 
scale, where the best grade is 1, and he worst is 5. If we look at the data obtained and broken down by 
grade (see Table 4.), we can see, that the majority of first-year students, 86.5%, earned 1 as a grade, 
while only 50% of the fourth-year students were able to achieve the same mark. The worst mark, that 
the students appearing in this sample received, was a 3, and only 8% of the informants belong to this 
group. In view of the fact that students have very good results in Hungarian language and literature 
subject, it can be assumed, that they have proper level native language comprehension skills. 
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Table 4. The grades received from Hungarian language and literature subject. 

 First-graders Fourth-graders In total 

one 32 (86,5%) 19 (50%) 51 (68%) 

two 3 (8,1%) 14 (36,8%) 17 (22,6%) 

three 2 (5,4%) 4 (10,5%) 6 (8%) 

In total 37 (100%) 37 (97,4%) 74 (98,6%) 

In the next question of the questionnaire, students characterized their own reading habits. They grouped 
different types of texts to specific time periods (10-30 minutes daily, 1-2 hours or more per day, 10-30 
minutes weekly, 1-2 hours or more per week, 1-2 longer texts per week, 1-2 longer texts per month ), 
based on how often they read. Students may have selected several types of texts to answer this 
question. Table 5 shows what type of texts the learners read 1-2 hours or more per day. 

Table 5. Reading habits of students, who read 1-2 hours or more per day. 

 First-graders Fourth-graders In total 

store brochure 1 (2,7%) - 1 (1,3%) 

newspapers, magazine 1 (2,7%) 1 (2,6%) 2 (2,6%) 

educational literature  2 (5,4%) 5 (13,1%) 7 (9,3%) 

literary works 12 (32,4%) 12 (31,6%) 24 (32%) 

text books 14 (37,8%) 11 (28,9%) 25 (33,3%) 

blogs, social networking sites 18 (48,6%) 20 (52,6%) 38 (50,6%) 

Approximately half of the students spend 1-2 hours or more per day reading community sites and blogs. 
In contrast, only one third of those asked read literary works or textbooks. The data show, that the 
informants neglect reading other types of texts for the sake of reading social networking sites, for 
example, they often do not read (study) textbook texts on a daily basis, and read little for the sake of 
gaining knowledge or for entertainment (e.g. literary or educational texts). 

The questionnaire also contained questions about what kind of texts students read 10-30 minutes daily. 
Table 6 shows that most students (33.3%) also read blogs and social networking sites in this short term. 
They are followed by students (29.3%), who read textbooks the same amount of time. Less than a 
quarter of the informants read 10-30 minutes brochures, newspapers, educational literature or literary 
works every day. 

Table 6. Reading habits of students, who read 10-30 minutes per day. 

 First-graders Fourth-graders In total 

store brochure 5 (13,5%) 3 (7,9%) 8 (10,6%) 

newspapers, magazine 7 (18,9%) 5 (13,1%) 12 (16%) 

educational literature 6 (16,2%) 6 (15,8%) 12 (16%) 

literary works 2 (5,4%) 3 (7,9%) 5 (6,6%) 

textbooks 10 (27%) 12 (31,6%) 22 (29,3%) 

blogs, social networking sites 15 (40,5%) 10 (26,3%) 25 (33,3%) 

All in all, the majority of the students in the sample are characterized by the dominance of Hungarian 
language, therefore, it can be assumed, that most of them supposedly have excellent mother tongue 
abilities based on the marks obtained from Hungarian language and literature subject. They know and 
use the Hungarian language at a high level both, in spoken and written form. Based on the informations 
about the students, we assumed, that the majority of those answering the test questions will correctly 
resolve each of the tasks. 
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3.3 Presenting the test text and related tasks 
In our study, we present the reading comprehension skills of Hungarian grammar school students in 
Southwestern Slovakia in connection with the tasks of a non-continuous test text (store guide). Non-
continuous texts are usually not organized into paragraphs but they consist of tables, graphs or 
diagrams. The purpose of this very short text is to inform customers about the product. It is a guide type 
text [3]. It tells you what to do if someone has purchased from the given product and has nuts allergies. 
Of the four questions related to the test text, 1 question is a closed-ended multiple choice, and 3 
questions are open-ended requiring an explanation. 

Question 1 related to the notice: What is the purpose of this notice? Of the four options the correct 
answer is C (to warn people about the biscuits). In order to successfully answer this question, students 
had to apply the thinking processes of interpretation and integration. A total of 71 (94.6%) correct 
answers were received, 36 (97.3%) of the first grade students and 35 (92.1%) of the fourth-graders 
responded correctly. The first-year and the fourth-year students had approximately the same high 
proportion of correct answers to the first question, and the difference between their performance was 
not significant. 

Question 2: What is the name of the company that made the biscuits? This question was open-ended 
and called for explicit information in the text from respondents. The answers in which the students 
described Fine Foods Ltd as the manufacturer of the biscuits were correct. Students used access and 
retrieval thinking processes to answer the question. 73 (97.3%) gave correct answers to the second 
question, 37 (100%) were first-graders and 36 (94.7%) fourth-graders. Most of the first and fourth-year 
students answered the question correctly. Performance differences between students of different ages 
are minimal and not significant.  

Next, third question was: What would you do if you had bought these biscuits? Why would you do this? 
Use information from the text to support your answer. 

Respondents had to give a short answer to this question, describing what they would have done if they 
had bought the product. Their answers were not only to be given, but also to be justified, which means, 
respondents had to reflect and evaluate. Therefore, the right answers are the solutions in which the 
respondent refers to one of the information in the text e.g. the customer may inquire at the given phone 
number, or return the product at the place of purchase, or if he is not allergic to nuts, the warning is not 
for him, so he can eat the biscuit. Of the respondents, 53 (70.6%) gave correct answers: 24 (64.8%) 
were first-graders and 29 (76.3%) fourth-graders, and the difference between their performance was not 
significant. Below are some of the correct solutions: 

"I would eat it. Because I'm not allergic to peanuts. ” 

"I would have taken it back, because the entire price is refunded." 

"I would take it back, because that is what you should do according to the store’s notice.  

"I would have consumed it, because I'm not allergic to peanuts." 

Among the respondents were also students, who did not correctly interpret the purpose and meaning of 
the notice. Some examples of the wrong answers are given below.  

"I wouldn't have eaten it, because I'm on a paleo diet, I don't eat biscuits + they were expired 
if I understand correctly." 

"I probably wouldn't have eaten it, because it was expired in February." 

"I'd like to eat it, as I spent money on it, I love it, and its expiring date is close." 

"I'd eat it all like a cow, because I have such a digestive system that it doesn't care what it 
gets." 

As the examples show, some responses were irrelevant to the subject matter, and also contained 
incorrect information. 

Question 4: Why does the notice include “Best before” dates? The right answer to this question was 
made by those, who answered that the given dates specify which products may contain nuts. The 
majority of students could not answer this question correctly. A total of 12 out of 75 students (16%) gave 
a correct answer. Of these, 2 (5.4%) are first-year students and 10 (26.3%) are fourth-year students. 
The performance of students of different ages differed significantly for this question. Those, who 
answered the question correctly gave the following answers: 
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"Products that expire at those dates contain peanuts and it is not listed anywhere." 

"Because we can find out if it’s the product we have bought." 

"Because biscuits, that expire at the dates mentioned above, contain nuts." 

In contrast to these answers, the other students did not correctly interpret the question and presumably 
the students immediately, after seeing the preserves its quality dates, wrote in their answers, that the 
dates indicate the date of consumption. This statement would be true, if we asked about the expiration 
dates of the biscuit, but that was not the case, as the aim of the dates in the notice had to be explained. 
In addition to these types of answers, the vast majority of students have provided different types of 
irrelevant or incorrect information: 

“The product, with the wrong label, was produced twice, so they expire at different dates." 

"For people to know how long this biscuit will be in the store." 

"Because they don't know that shorter ads are more effective." 

"Because these biscuits were expired, when the notice was released." 

The results of the first-year students are summarized in Table 7, while the fourth-graders’ are 
summarized in Table 8. 

Table 7. Proportion of correctly answering first-year students  
to the four questions related to the stores’ notice. 

 first question second question third question fourth question 
In total 36 (97,3%) 37 (100%) 24 (64,8%) 2 (5,4%) 

Table 8. Proportion of correctly answering fourth-year students  
to the four questions related to the stores’ notice. 

 first question second question third question fourth question 
In total 35 (92,1%) 36 (94,7%) 29 (76,3%) 10 (26,3%) 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
In the first part of the study, we presented the requirements set by the National Institute for Education 
for the native language comprehension skills of Hungarian grammar school students in Slovakia, and 
then we presented the results of 75 students on the reading comprehension test. 

The formal educational documents include the students' required native language comprehension skills 
at each level of education, from primary school to the end of secondary education. In contrast, the level 
of reading comprehension of the students we reviewed shows, that the specific school requirements are 
only partially met during school education, and some of the students participating in the test have 
reading comprehension problems when interpreting a short text. The students gave correct answers to 
the questions of the test as follows: 

• 2 (2.6%) fourth-graders did not answer any of the questions correctly. 
• two questions were answered correctly by 14 (18.6%) first-graders and 7 (9.3%) fourth-graders. 

• 21 (28%) first-graders and 20 (26.6%) fourth-graders answered correctly three questions. 
• each question of the test task was answered correctly by 2 (2.6%) first-year students, while from 

the fourth grade 9 (12%) students answered correctly. 

Most of the students (54.6%) answered three questions correctly. There were only a few (14.6%), who 
gave the correct answer to all four questions in the test. 2.6% of respondents were unable to answer 
any of the test questions correctly. 

To answer the four questions correctly, students had to apply different comprehension thinking 
operations. It is noticeable, that while the students were able to retrieve specific data from the text, the 
answers were correct. The use of access and retrieval thinking processes in answering text questions 
was not a problem, (see the results of the answers to the first question). The third question partially, the 
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fourth question completely asked the cause-and-effect relationship, and the rate of errors increased 
greatly. The grammar school students appearing in the sample have similar comprehension competence 
in the use of reading comprehension operations to the performance of 15-year-old students in the PISA 
test. The first and also the fourth-year students answered on average the second question correctly, 
which required the use of the simplest thinking process. There is a significant difference in the use of 
the interpretation and integration processes, with a significantly higher number of correct answers to the 
first question, than to the fourth question. The answers to the first and second questions were helped 
by the need for simple information retrieval, and the fact, that the first question was a multiple choice, 
while in the fourth question the students had to formulate cause-and-effect relationship by drafting their 
own answer. 

Fourth-year students performed significantly better than the first-year students, but the better 
performance is still far from the expected level of comprehension competence. We have to take into 
account that the test text was originally designed for 15-year-olds, and that only 12% of 18-19 year old 
students were able to answer all four questions correctly, and even three question were only answered 
correctly by one quarter of the students. The students surveyed were Hungarians, they communicate 
with their environment mainly in Hungarian language, their education was conducted in Hungarian, and 
they had excellent or good grades in Hungarian language subjects. However, the results achieved did 
not show any improvement over the performance of 15-year-olds in the PISA test. A higher error rate 
for incorrect answers may also be justified by the fact, that students are concerned with only a few such 
texts during school education. Students' comprehension skills can be considered weak, given the 
sociological data presented. Students’ reading comprehension skills are not sufficiently developed by 
school education, and as a consequence, students are unable to correctly understand the cause-and-
effect relationships, or to justify their own opinions based on facts in accordance with the read 
information. In knowledge of the results, it would be important for students, during most parts of the 
lessons, to read and interpret short, non-continuous texts as well, and not only long continuous texts. In 
addition to requiring the acquired new information, the same emphasis should be placed on giving 
students the opportunity to form their own fact-based opinions and to formulate them. 
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