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LANGUAGE EDUCATION AND ITS EFFECTIVENESS IN THE 
REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA 

Angela Şoltan1  

Abstract: This study aims to investigate the effectiveness of language education 
policies in the context of the Moldovan society transition from 1991 towards new political 
and cultural models. The research emphasizes the necessity to develop a demand-based, 
communicative approach to learning languages, favouring a framework for dialogue and 
intercultural communication skills development. 
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intercultural communication skills. 
 
Introduction 
 

The language teaching is an intrinsic part of mainstream education.2 Its 
objectives and strategies are implicitly linked to the directions taken by the society. 
The language can reflect two aspects of human nature: cognitive and social 
interaction. As social interaction the language has to satisfy two conditions: to 
make understood the actual content and to negotiate and maintain the relationship 
with other person.3 What kind of language knowledge do we need to allow us to 
satisfy both conditions and be able to interact in a complex manner? How the 
education system can be aligned to these practical needs of human interaction 
while teaching languages? 

Through our research we attempted to answer these questions. This paper 
introduces the results of the research covering the effectiveness of the language 
education and describes problematics of language teaching in secondary public 
education. The study was organized to include the quantitative analysis of the 
perceptions and attitudes of general population from one side and qualitative 
analysis of the attitudes of students, teachers and policy makers from another side.  

The first part of the research discusses the Moldovan as well as the larger 
European region context and examines how languages might shape skills and 
prepare pupils to learn, discover and build social relations. The second part is 
focused on the hypothesis of the research, questioning the validity of objectives in 
language teaching established by education policy makers. Special emphasis is put 
on communication needs across local, European and global levels. The third part 

                                                           
1 PhD candidate, Lecturer, State University of Moldova 

2 Ó Riagáin, Padraig. The Consequences of Demographic Trends for Language Learning 
and Diversity. Guide for the Development of Language Education Policies in Europe. From 
Linguistic Diversity to Plurilingual Education. Reference Study. Linguistics Institute of 
Ireland, Language Policy Division, Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 2002. Print, p. 8 
3 Pinker, Steven. “What our language habits reveal.” Ted.com, Jul. 2005. Web. 25 Jul. 
2013. 
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describes the applied methodology with emphasis on the quantitative and 
qualitative studies we have conducted and on the findings of the research, which 
allowed us to provide preliminary conclusions and recommendations for education 
policy makers and implementers.  
 
Country context: Eastern traditions and western aspirations  
 

Languages became more than just a secondary school subject in the 
‘globalized’ world, characterized by the expansion and redesigning of international 
economic relations and the flows of goods, services, labour and capital.4 During the 
last two decades of transition of the Moldovan society, learning languages and 
improving communication skills became gradually part of a complex career project 
for Moldovans who struggle to be professionally successful and economically 
wealthy despite the fragile democracy and weak economy. The new education 
strategy proposed for public discussions by the Ministry of Education in September 
2013 put an emphasis on studying foreign languages and the official language as 
part of universally useful knowledge and skills that should be prioritized in the new 
curricula along with entrepreneurship, communication skills, team work and 
problem solving skills.  

The new strategy is approaching the education issue as a flexible process based 
on three pillars: accessibility, relevance and quality. The knowledge and competencies 
acquired by students after going through this process should be adaptable to various 
contexts.5 The new strategy intends to shape out the knowledge and skills that 
researchers and experts in economy define as ‘intangibles’. Intangibles emerged as a 
field in the 1990’s, stimulated by information technology and marked a significant shift 
in the world economy and business.6 

An impactful line of thinking in the field of economy is that knowledge has 
value when it becomes ‘applied wisdom’, sufficiently relevant for problem solving. 
“Real knowledge is revealed when it is transformed into wisdom. It is this kind of 
knowledge that creates revolutionary changes both personally and professionally”.7 
The biggest challenge Moldovan education system faces is how to increase the 
language education efficiency in order to make this knowledge relevant and 
contribute to building the intangible capital. 

The Moldovan education system aspires to be aligned to the today world of 
information technology where the knowledge is the key source of competitive 

                                                           
4 Ó Riagáin, Padraig. The Consequences of Demographic Trends for Language Learning 
and Diversity. Guide for the Development of Language Education Policies in Europe. From 
Linguistic Diversity to Plurilingual Education. Reference Study. Linguistics Institute of 
Ireland, Language Policy Division, Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 2002. Print, p. 23 
5 “We wanted to show to the society why do we need to change things in the system.” 
Interview with Maia Sandu, Minister of Education. Radio Free Europe, 25 Sept. 2013, 
Web. 26 Sept. 2013. 
6 “Defining Intangible Capital.” Smarter-Companies, Inc., n.d. Web. 24 Sept. 2013 
7 Deragon, Jay. “Knowledge Is Cheap, Wisdom Is Priceless.” The Relationship Economy, 
Inc., 03 Sept. 2013. Web. 24 Sept. 2013.  
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advantage. Language knowledge materialized into cognitive, communication and 
social interaction skills bring a valuable contribution to the chain of the intangible 
capital, which accounts for 80% of corporate value (Fig. 1). 

 
Fig. 1 - Intangible capital.8 

 
The new education strategy mentions that, during the last decades the 

Republic of Moldova made significant efforts to align to the European standards 
and requirements in terms of education. Unfortunately, this process has been done 
without adjusting the contents accordingly. As the Moldovan society is still 
imprinted with ideals and clichés inherited from the soviet ideologies, the teaching 
of languages bears the weight of this socio-political background. The education 
system of that period did not stimulate initiatives to entail any qualitative change. 
The traditional school used to instil in students’ minds ‘ready to use’ cultural and 
linguistic clichés, stuffed with metaphors.  

The post-soviet states entered a world where the widespread presence of 
cable networks, satellite systems, multinational corporations and computers 
homogenized cultures and allowed a virtual or real contact among them. The young 
generations are the most exposed to the flows of information and knowledge. The 
access to Internet make the contact with other languages incredibly easy compared 
with just a generation ago. This process opens up new possibilities of relationship 
between cultures, building up new communication patterns and generating new 
career opportunities. The question is whether the Moldovan public education 
framework is aware of it and willing to turn it into advantage, facilitating the 
process of language acquisition? For many years, Moldova has been going through 
a transition period fluctuating between Eastern traditions and Western aspirations.9 

                                                           
8 “Defining Intangible Capital.” Smarter-Companies, Inc., n.d. Web. 24 Sept. 2013 
9 Huntington, Samuel P. “The Clash of Civilizations?” In Foreign Affairs, Vol.72, No. 3, 
1993: p. 22-49. Print. 
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As a result, the education policy is fluctuating between updated strategies and 
insufficient capacity to implement them.  

The education system approached the education process from the perspective 
of ‘what to teach’ instead of 'how to teach'. After the independence of Moldova, the 
education system has been entrusted with the role of contributing to the 
reconstruction of social relations, building up through language education a new 
basis for social cohesion between the minorities and the majority.10 At the 
beginning of the ‘90s, the relationship between the majority and the minorities in 
Moldova entered a new phase, not based on a common ideology anymore. The 
majority language, called Moldovan in the Constitution and official documents and 
Romanian by the Academia and public education, was declared official language. 
Russian was declared the language of interethnic communication. The education 
system had to help with the transition from Russian to the official language in the 
public life. This meant teaching the official language both to the majority, which 
used their native language only in colloquial situations and to the minorities, which 
used Russian as the language of communication.  

Another challenge for the Moldovan society in transition was to find a place 
in the post-soviet geopolitical and economic configuration. In this respect the 
education system had to revise the existing models of teaching foreign languages in 
line with the new objectives. In the last two decades Moldova has experienced 
significant migration outflows both to the East and to the West. Occurring initially 
as a result of the social unrest, it was later triggered by the economic situation. 
These migration outflows, in addition to natural causes resulted in a dramatic 
population decrease. The demographic trends and migration flows called for a 
Government action on language policy and increasing efficiency of the language 
education. An impactful line of thinking in this respect is that informed and well-
educated people will not necessarily stream to where the capital is; they will have 
more skills and capacities to make capital flow to where people are.11  
 
The research hypothesis 

 
The inefficiency of the language teaching in the secondary education in 

Moldova is related to an excessive focus on the output rather than the outcome. 
Reshaping the language education process by focusing particularly on the 
communication needs will increase the efficiency and speed up the processes of 
aligning the language education to the requirements of the ‘globalized’ world 
adapted to the local context. In other words, while the level of knowledge acquired 
in secondary school is abundant, it cannot be transformed into a practical, ‘applied 
wisdom’ yet. In this perspective, we are questioning the effectiveness of teaching 

                                                           
10 Petruţi, Doru, et al. Ethnobarometer in the Republic of Moldova. Institute for Public 
Policy, Trans. Stefan Rusu et al. Chişinău: Gunivas, 2006. Print  
11 Ó Riagáin, Padraig. The Consequences of Demographic Trends for Language Learning 
and Diversity. Guide for the Development of Language Education Policies in Europe. From 
Linguistic Diversity to Plurilingual Education. Reference Study. Linguistics Institute of 
Ireland, Language Policy Division, Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 2002. Print, p.22 
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languages in the secondary education in the Republic of Moldova with particular 
reference to the communication needs of beneficiaries. 

 
Methodology 
 

Through this study the authors tried to reach a better understanding of 
language education in the Moldovan public education system. The study combined 
both qualitative and quantitative research methods and covered the period 23 
October – 22 November 2012. The quantitative method was based on a survey. A 
representative sample was calculated using the probability sampling method. A 
stratified multi-stage random sampling included 1415 people aged 15-64. The 
study covered 95 randomly selected localities; the households were selected based 
on sampling interval. The sample was representative with an error of ±2.6%. The 
qualitative method was based on interviews with key informants and two focus 
groups discussions with university students.12 The study included a comprehensive 
desk review of available information on languages dynamics, teaching and their 
role in the Moldovan public space. The review included main trends in the past 20 
years, analysed the existing national policies and priorities, and outlined the 
dominant ideologies.  
 
Discussion on findings 

 
Quantitative research 
 The questionnaire assessed personal attitudes towards the efficiency of the 

teaching processes within the Moldovan educational system regarding languages 
spoken in the Republic of Moldova (official language and minorities’ languages) as 
well as foreign languages. We highlighted some specific questions that assessed the 
activities aimed at developing language competences and proficiency and also the 
questions that assessed the usefulness and relevance of languages the way they 
were taught in secondary education.  

In Moldova, there are five local languages studied at school. Romanian and 
Russian were already taught before the independence. Ukrainian, Gagauz and 
Bulgarian were introduced in the secondary education programmes in the ‘90. 
There is no clear local language regionalization in Moldova, except Gagauz being 
taught exclusively in autonomous region Gagauzia. Bulgarian and Ukrainian are 
primarily taught in Bulgarian and Ukrainian villages.  

The respondents had to read the proposed options and select what activities 
were used in the study of languages spoken in the Republic of Moldova. The 
majority of respondents (92.5%) mentioned that studying local languages at school 
was based mainly on grammar rules. At the same time, other activities included in 
the curricula (e.g. audio, video, real life conversations etc.) were less present in 
language classes. (Fig.2)  

 

                                                           
12 Dörnyei, Zoltán. Research Methods in Applied Linguistics. Quantitative, Qualitative, and 
Mixed Methodologies. Oxford: Applied Linguistics, 2007. Print 



79 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
1,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

4 
   

   

 
Fig. 2 - Teaching activities for local languages 

 
Similarly, 88.3% of respondents remembered grammar rules as the main 

activities in studying foreign languages. Audio and video materials, as well as 
authentic texts were mentioned as teaching activities in average by 30% (Fig.3). At 
the same time, the answers generally indicated that the teaching activities are 
diversified, even if grammar holds a leading position. 

 

 
Fig. 3 - Teaching activities for foreign languages 
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The respondents had to select the language or languages spoken in the 
Republic of Moldova and the foreign languages they have studied in the secondary 
education to rate the usefulness for their further activity of what they had learned. 
The study revealed a high degree of irrelevance of the knowledge of language 
acquired in the secondary education for all local languages, except Russian, which 
was the main language of communication before the independence of Moldova. 
(Fig. 4) 

 
Fig. 4 - Relevance of the knowledge acquired in the secondary public education  

for the local languages 
 

Similarly, the study revealed a low relevance of knowledge acquired in 
foreign language classes for the respondents’ further activities. The higher 
relevance of the French language is mainly explained by the fact that about 70% of 
schools in the secondary education, can propose only the French language as the 
first foreign language to be studied. (Fig.5) 

 
Fig. 5 - Relevance of foreign language knowledge acquired in secondary  

public education 
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Qualitative research 
The qualitative research complemented the quantitative research by 

explaining why the teaching-learning process on the whole is not particularly 
successful. The authors looked through different quality dimensions and 
perspectives in relation to student-teacher contact, curricula relevance, role and 
social positions of teachers and quality assessment process.  

Focus on student – teacher contact. In our qualitative study we were 
interested in understanding the perspective of teachers on studying languages and 
how the students perceived the learning process and the contact with their teachers. 
Learning languages continue to be considered a monument to grammar and 
literature by teachers from public education system, as well as by older generations 
of learners. The quantity of information that students were required to reproduce in 
language classes is giving them a feeling of frustration, because after graduating 
they realize their inability to use the contents studied at school. The material is too 
theoretical and mainly useful only for passing exams. When they tried to use the 
acquired knowledge in communication, they rarely succeeded. 
 

”Teaching English, I think my approach is more practical… and there are 
people who some times don’t agree with that, they want more grammar, 
more theory. […] I think they are used to that, I mean especially the older 
generation, the younger people don’t… they usually come to the [private] 
school because we teach in a different way from the school where they 
are… And they often say: our teacher at school is boring, or she doesn’t 
teach us anything”  
(Expatriate English teacher in a private school in Chisinau, interview, 
September 13, 2013)  
 

Focus on curricula. The school curricula are revised every five years. The 
last update was in 2010 with the purpose to ensure the transition from a model, 
which focuses on achieving the curriculum objectives to one that focuses on 
developing the students’ skills. Representatives of the working groups that updated 
curriculum consider that they did not reach a wide consensus until now, neither for 
the teaching of local languages nor for the teaching of foreign languages. 
Concerning local languages, taught in Moldova (Romanian, as the official 
language, Russian, as second language and the minorities languages: Bulgarian, 
Gagauz, Ukrainian) they are languages in contact. For example, for certain students 
one of the above languages can be the first language, the second, or even the third: 
in this respect it is important to integrate in the curricula some insights into the 
languages in contact, instead of trying to teach Romanian as it is in Romania or 
Russian as it is in Russia. The exposure that the pupils are receiving to other 
languages can be very high, which will not automatically provide them with 
competences for human interaction. The challenge for the teacher is to use the 
pedagogical content knowledge in order to help learners to process and understand 
the resources, as well as enhance their competences.13  

                                                           
13 Richards, Jack C. Competence and Performance in Language Teaching. NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011. Print, p. 5 
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“Our students now, we see that they were taught by a different method 
where they studied before, what they are missing now is an environment 
where Romanian is spoken correctly.”  
(University teacher, author of Romanian language school books, member 
of curriculum working group, interview, September 26, 2013)  
 

Starting with 2010 the foreign languages curricula is focusing on a scale of 
knowledge and skills, based on the Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages and the European Language Portfolio for learning, teaching and 
assessment. None of these are applied in practice. The curricula makers still debate 
about when to start teaching the grammar. Some of them insist on introducing it 
from the beginning, from the second grade when pupils start to learn foreign 
languages. They are 8 years old at that time. The ‘amount’ of literature is another 
topic for debate among curricula makers, as well as among teachers.  

The cultural aspects that students can remember from foreign language 
classes are mainly linked to the traditions, cuisine, history and monuments. Some 
of these contents are probably already forgotten by the native speakers, but are still 
taught by the Moldovan public education system.  

 
"For example, in French we have studied many different texts based on 
various, diverse topics, by doing this we learned about the culture of other 
countries, like in the field of nutrition and other fields [...] There were 
special topics on some rules of conduct: at the restaurant how to order, I 
had a lot of information about history, monuments. [...] It's too big this 
plan, this program…it introduces us to the topic ... but does not even give 
us the full information, but only because they need to follow the plan.” 
(University student in applied linguistics, interview, September 12, 2013). 
 

Focus on teachers. Some interviewees mentioned that during the transition 
period, despite up-to-date curricula, despite the reconstruction and modernization 
of teaching facilities, the role and social position of teachers were not rehabilitated. 
Teachers, like medical doctors, lost the prestige of the social position they had 
during the Soviet time and they also lost an important part of their motivation. 
Even if some of them manage to maintain a decent or even very good economic 
situation, due to informal payments, they do not feel the importance of their work 
for the social dynamic and welfare anymore.  
 

“Even when the curriculum is, let’s say very good, in the end what happens 
in the classroom depends on the teacher.” (Ministry of Education 
representative, interview, September 23, 2013) 
 

From the discussions we had with some representatives of the working 
groups that developed curricula, we can conclude that about 90% of the teachers do 
not really understand the complicated requirements of this curricula and cannot 
meet its standards. The standards remain vague in many respects, because they 
have not been adapted for practical application. Teachers are attending training 
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supported by the public education system only once every 5 years, when the 
curriculum is modified. In-between trainings there are very few professional 
development possibilities supported by the public education system. At the same 
time, only some training needs are covered by the non-governmental sector. 
Therefore many teachers are still kept in a rigid framework of their linguistic 
disciplinary knowledge without distinguishing it from the pedagogical content 
knowledge.14 

Focus on quality assessment. The representatives of the Ministry of 
Education mentioned that there is no clear decentralization policy related to 
education sector. At the same time the quality criteria and the quality assessment 
policies remain vague. The representatives of the Ministry of Education recognize 
that they do not have tools to monitor and evaluate the quality of the teaching 
process. The only evaluation tool is currently whether the curricula requirements 
are accomplished or not. This evaluation is mainly based on quantitative criteria. 
For this reason, they are planning to create an independent Agency, which will be 
in charge of monitoring and evaluating the quality of teaching:  
 

“It's all about what competencies we want for our children when they 
finish school [...] at least the declared goal of the 2010 curriculum is the 
development of competencies [...] The child must demonstrate some 
noticeable behaviours denoting that he has the respective capabilities and 
what we need to work on is the evaluation. [...] We need a balanced 
combination between what is offered and how it is offered.”  
(Ministry of Education representative, interview, September 23, 2013) 

 
Conclusions 
 

Despite the efforts and invested resources, the Moldovan education system 
was not able in the last decade to effectively align the language education neither to 
the requirements of the local context, nor to the wider, European region and 
international contexts. Teaching of languages bears the weight of societal realities 
and ideologies. Teachers are perceived as one of the weakest links in the 
teaching/learning processes. They are not those in charge of guiding students 
through the learning process, encouraging them to discover. Instead, they appear 
only a mean to transfer knowledge and check if it can be reproduced. 

The education system did not succeed in stimulating initiatives for a 
qualitative change. Teachers are not motivated to analyse the contents of curricula 
and adapt the teaching methods when necessary. The Moldovan authorities made 
efforts to formalize the use and teaching of local languages, as well as the teaching 
of foreign languages. Nevertheless, clear quality-related criteria were not set up. 
The quality of communication was never assessed or prioritized. However, we can 
witness a positive dynamics concerning the education policy in general: existing 
problems are acknowledged and debated, policy makers are looking for solutions 
and are open to dialogue. 
                                                           
14 Richards, Jack C. Competence and Performance in Language Teaching. NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011. Print, p. 5 
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Recommendations 
 

Language education policy needs to be addressed at many levels 
simultaneously. Moldovan policy makers would add value if they were to reflect 
on aligning language education policies to the local context as well as to the wider, 
European and international contexts, taking into consideration the assessed needs 
and the demographic trends.  

Teacher’s education and motivation are critical needs in order to redesign the 
teacher-learner relationship and increase the efficiency of the language education. 
With regard to the demographic trends, teacher’s education is an important 
component of the life-learning education.  

Policy makers would benefit from a clear decentralization strategy with 
detailed description of the roles of the local authorities, school administration and 
teachers. Reducing the top-down governance in favour of a demand-based and 
bottom-up approach in learning languages might increase the efficiency of the 
learning process.  

More solid relationship is necessary between learning and reality, alongside 
with more tailored and transparent approaches for assessing and recognizing 
competence. Policy makers might consider that the language education policies 
based on knowledge that can be transformed into wisdom contribute to the personal 
development and social dynamic of the students, bringing fresh air to the labour 
market. 
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