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Abstract

The education system of the Ottoman Empire was always in a transformation process during
its 600-year-history in Anatolia. On the other hand, New Turkish Republic was founded in
1923 based on a completely different regulation system which brought innovations in many
areas including education. Accordingly, there were considerable changes in the school types,
curricula and the basic elements of education such as the type of the original alphabet and the
educational philosophies behind the whole educational system. Despite these significant
changes, foreign language education (FLE) has always become a part of curricula, with a
recent focus on English language. Therefore, as a part of the educational reforms, there have
been many transformations in teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) in Turkey,
especially in terms of the objectives and the standards. The aim of this study is to show the
transformation and the development process of FLE in Turkish educational system through
the Ottoman Empire and Turkish Republic in order to understand the contemporary status
and the problems of English as a foreign language in Turkey.
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Introduction

The New Turkish Republic was founded in 1923, initiating reforms across various sectors,
including education. Significant changes were implemented in school types, curricula, and
foundational elements such as the original alphabet and the educational philosophies
underpinning the system. In the first official curriculum of 1924, teaching English as a
foreign language became essential, particularly in middle and high schools. Comprehensive
course books from foreign publishers were selected for English courses, aiming to enhance
students' reading, writing, and speaking skills. A century later, English remains the most
significant foreign language in Turkey, and it is taught even in primary school. However, at
the high school level, over two million students still follow an A2 level English curriculum in
the 9th grade. Additionally, course materials and exams primarily focus on reading and
writing, often neglecting listening and speaking skills.

Educational Reforms in the First Years of Turkish Republic

Turkish Republic was founded in 1923 on the lands of Anatolia after the Ottoman Empire
was defeated in World War I. After that, modern Turkish government declared independence
to have the new secular, democratic system including country-wide innovative revolutions
(e.g. a purified form of Turkish becomes the official language of the country by abolishing
the use of Ottoman Turkish which were composed of Arabic and Persian words). The main
objective of these revolutions was to provide approval and consistency of the new system by
both the citizens of Turkey and other countries. As a part of this modernization movement,
Turkish government announced a number of reforms in the educational system in 1924 under
the name of Centralized Educational Law (Turk. Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu). This law aimed
to provide the central rule over the country-wide educational institutions, by abolishing all
types of religious schools. Moreover, all types of schools would accept both boys and girls on
the contrary to the previous system of separate schools for each sex. These new schools had
to follow the common curriculum prepared by the state itself. All of the schools were also
announced to be tuition fee free in order to educate as many students as possible for the new
country.

In order to provide European style educational institutions, Turkish government invited
scientists from various countries so that they can observe the conditions and give suggestions
to increase the quality of education in Turkey. One of these scientists was John Dewey who
visited different parts of country and wrote two reports on Turkish educational system. The
first report was mostly based on how national budget should be used in order to provide
improvement in education. On the other hand, the second report included more practical
suggestions such as how to design the school objectives and curricula individually based on
the differentiating local needs of students in various parts of the country. Following the
official declaration of the national language to be Turkish in the new country, Latin alphabet
was started to be used in 1928 around the country. The main purpose of this reform was also
increasing the literacy rate of the society, which was followed by the foundation of local
educational institutions. All of these steps were aiming to provide social and economic
development of the whole society of all ages in the newly founded country.

In terms of formal educational guidelines, the first national curriculum of Turkish Republic
was announced in 1924, mainly following Dewey’s ideas of progressivism and pragmatism.
In this curriculum, the objectives and content of the subjects were also shaped through
essentialism to prevent resistance of specific conservative groups against the new values and



reforms. The national values of “being a good citizen” and “being Turks” were repeatedly
emphasized in many sections of this curriculum to provide unity of the society. Five-year
primary education became obligatory for all children in the country, during which they would
learn Turkish, basic mathematics, social and natural sciences, and religion. In primary school
curriculum, there were no foreign language subjects. After primary school, there were high
schools including two different levels with three years each (similar to three-year middle
schools and three-year high schools for contemporary educational system). Both in the first
and second level of high schools, foreign languages (French, English and German) would be
taught for five hours a week based on the students’ preferences and teachers’ availability
(Can & Kartal, 2020; Dilek, 2016).

According to the English language curriculum of 1924 (Maarif Vekaleti, 1924), in the first
grade of high schools, the first half of the course book, Beginning English for the Levant
would be studied. English would be five hours a week filled with oral and written exercises,
translation activities and memorization of vocabulary. That curriculum suggested using two
of five hours to teach English grammar by using Turkish for explanations or to make
translations from Turkish to English if it becomes necessary during completing the exercises.
In the other three hours, teachers would mostly focus on speaking and dialogue exercises
without using Turkish. In the second grade, the other half of the same course book
(Beginning English for the Levant) would be used, by following the same pattern of the first
grade in terms of the weekly activities. However, in the third grade, another course book,
Royal Readers No. | would be used for reading various English texts by focusing on
translation activities, written and oral use of language and vocabulary exercises to help
students to use the language in classes actively (two hours a week). Teachers would cover
Brackenburry’s English Idiom for other two hours in a week to improve students’ vocabulary
and grammar knowledge. The last one hour of each week would be reserved for production
purposes such as students writing short letters and essays, giving feedback to their peers
while teachers would provide guidance. This specific hour would also be used for students’
retelling the original stories they read in English through using their own words.

In 1934 and 1938, new forms of curriculum were announced, in which there were slight
changes in English courses in terms of weekly class hours and course books. In these
curricula, English would still be taught for five hours a week for first and second year
students. However, in 3" year, the students would make selection of fields of specialization
to follow different curricula (e.g. science or literature, with four or six hours English in a
week respectively). In terms of course books, Royal Readers No. | and Brackenburry’s
English Idiom would be used for first year groups, while second and third graders would
cover original reading texts from English and American literature to improve their English.
Following these revolutionary years for Turkish Republic, two other national curricula (in
1952 and 1956) were declared to provide improvement in the educational system. However,
for these new programs, the English course books were prepared by the National Ministry of
Education (Turk. Milli Egitim Bakanligir). That means Royal Readers No. | and
Brackenburry’s English Idiom were used to teach English at high schools for a long period
(1924-1952) in the first years of Turkish Republic until the Ministry of Education designed
the course books.

In the current educational system of Turkey, there are two types of high schools
differentiating in terms of foreign language education. In the first group of high schools, there
is one-year obligatory preparatory class before 9" grade, following a special curricula
including high number of weekly class hours (20/22 hours) of foreign language. In these less



common schools, students learn English starting from Al level, and reach B1 level at the end
of that year. After that, they become 9™ graders and take regular classes of high school
education including English courses in low hours (2/4/5 hours a week) (MEB, 2016). On the
other hand, in the more common group of high schools in Turkey, which includes more than
two million students, there is no obligatory preparatory year to learn foreign language (MEB,
20244). In this type of schools, students become 9" graders immediately and have English
courses (2/4/5 hours a week) as a part of their regular curriculum by starting from A1/A2
level (MEB, 2018). As a result, a huge number of first grade students in high schools use
beginner level of English course books in these classes.

By taking all of this information into consideration, this study investigates the research
question of “What were the target level, objectives and content of the English curriculum and
course books used at high schools in new Turkish Republic compared to the current situation
at high schools?”” The aim of the current study is to examine the curriculum and content of
one of the course books suggested for English course of the first year of high school
education in the first 30 years of Turkish Republic in terms of its level compared to the
current situation of foreign language education in Turkey. For this research focus, the course
book of Royal Readers No. | was examined because it was one of the two books that were
used for a long period (for 3rd year groups between 1924 and 1934, for 1st year groups
between 1934 and 1952). Moreover, Royal Readers No. | was available for the analysis,
while the other long-term used course book, Brackenburry’s English Idiom, was not
available. Therefore, content of Royal Readers No. | has been examined in terms of the
variety of its activities and correspondence with the language levels suggested by CEFR
standards of communication. In the last part, these findings have been compared with the
sample materials recently used for teaching English at 9™ grades in 2023-2024.

Method

The current study implements the content analysis of the sample materials of Royal Readers
No. I suggested for English course at high schools for the first 30 years of Turkish Republic
to demonstrate the target language levels based on Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) standards (Council of
Europe, 2001). The sample materials suggested by the Ministry of Education for 9" grade
English classes of 2023-2024 were also analyzed to identify the qualifications of their
activities. The purpose was to compare the previous materials with the current materials used
for English as a foreign language education in Turkey in terms of their range and levels. The
first target material to be analyzed is Royal Readers No I. (Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd,
1916?) including reading texts divided into three parts. Through pages and parts, the texts are
getting longer and the grammatical structures used in the texts are getting more complicated.
The current sample materials suggested for English subject of the 9" graders were reached
through the official website of Turkish Ministry of Education. On this website, there are 20
units and two different worksheets for each unit, in accordance with the course book used at
that grade (MEB, 2023). The worksheets basically include vocabulary, language use,
translation and comprehension questions. Moreover, there are suggested sample exams
(Semester 1 Exam No. 1 and 2, Semester 2 Exam No. 1 and 2) on the same website, in which,
there are a number of questions (e.g. blank filling, comprehension questions, identification
and/or analysis questions) (MEB, 2024b).



Findings

Sample Materials of 9" Grade English Courses Between 1934 and 1952 (Royal Readers
No. I)

Before reading sections, there is a part entitled Preface, which provides a brief glance for the
content of the book. The purpose of the book is stated as “[...] to induce children to take a
real interest in what they read, and to make them delight to exercise their power of reading.”
Accordingly, the book was stated to be designed to include texts related to the things of daily
life. The visuals of the book are for helping teacher to draw attention of the students on the
texts, which are advised to be closely analyzed through questioning technique to help
students to make production. There are also suggestions about using pronunciation parts of
the texts through dictation activities so that students could improve their spelling in addition
to writing skills.

Figure 1: Th"e Cover Page of Royal Readers No. |

The first section of the book starts with a short text (Figure 2) consisting of short, very simple
sentences. After each text, the target vocabulary list is suggested, starting from one-syllable
words in that part. There are also some advices about pronunciation of these words. Through
pages, the texts and the sentences of texts are getting longer and more complicated, which
shows the increase in the target level starting from Simple Present Tense (A1/A2 level) to
Present Perfect Tense (A2 level). For some texts, related visuals are included in order to help
understanding of the texts.



) THE CAT ON THE TREE.

FIRST READING-BOOK.

PART L
THE SEE-SAW.
Look at me! I am up in the air. See,
I let go both hands, and yet I do not fall.

N '

THE CAT ON THE TREE.

Now, John, do you try. You go up, Look at that cat high up on the tree.
and I go down. Good cats stay in the house. They
Take care, and hold fast while you are catch mice and rats. )
up in the air. But this cat climbs trees, to catch birds.

Sce-saw! Up and down. Tt is great It kills and eats them.
fun to ride on the see-saw. There are wild cats, which live in the
woods. They spend most of their time on
are fun lot try )

trees, where they catch birds and rob their

fall hold now yet P P .
fast John R ;,““ nests. This cat is like one of them.
Hold fast See-saw cats mice one tree
2 7 good most | rats wild
i in the spalling: look nests | they woods
-

Wild cat. Tree. Birds.

7

Figure 2: The First Reading Text of Royal Readers No. | Part |

The second part of the book starts with a two and a half page text including long sentences

with Past Perfect Tense (B1 level). That part basically includes texts of at least two pages and
also a number of poems.

COUNT TEN. 3

LY COUNT TEN.

PART 11

SYLLABLES.

COUNT TEN.

d got a new spade from his aunt
sent it to him one day with a

¥
As soon » e got it, he went out to dig

with it in his own bit of ground at the

back of the house,

ith him ; and as he dug, she

n and talked to him. She

hand.

a will, and he

could count ten.”

ount ten!” said Jane. * What doyou
count ten 1"
o ce told me
w1 and talked, she let the

o 00! en before 1 spo e fol
d. The lid of to count ten before 1 sp ver I felt

g angry. I know that T am often hasty to
the seeds fell out. !

kind girl. Sh you, Jane, and I want to correct myself.”
, kind girl. She

“0 Fre v good you are! It was
very careless of let the box of seeds
fall ; but see, I hs picked them all up
again, and here they are, ready to put into
the ground.”

d said so to Frel
But Fred did not speak to her.
“0O Fred,” cried she, “why don't you

was much vexed,

speak to me 1"

Figure 3: The First Reading Text of Royal Readers No. | Part Il

On the other hand, the last part of the book (part three) starts with a text including sentences
with the grammatical structures of passive voice, noun clauses and adjective clauses (B1/B2
level). This last part has longer texts related to the concepts that students may personally
know or experience such as animals or furniture. For example, there is a text about rabbits
(Figure 4) and another one about kitchen equipment (Figure 5).



[ THE TWO WHITE RARRITS,

THE TWO WHITE RABRITS
Tavrixe Henry one day got & present of
two white rabbits. One was a big nbbit,
and the other was a little one.

They were put into a littlo house made
of wood. Do you know what a rabbit-
house is called ! It is called a huteh,

One day the door of th
left open, and the mbbits got out.

They both ran about the garden, seck-
ing for something to eat.

A big baskot filled with fine fresh turnips
and earrots stood a little way off.

huteh had been

THE KETTLE AND 115 FRIENDS.

THE KETTLE AND ITS FRIENDS.

I axa kettle.  You have often seen me at

work boiling water
for your breakifast,
5, dinner, or tea, Do
7 you know what I am
Jmade of T T will tell
y you. I am mads of
g iron ; because iron

will bear a great heat.

Here is my friend the coffee-pot. Do
you know what he is
made oft “No." Then
I will tell you. My
friend the coffee-por. is
made of tin. He some.

times sits beside me on

THE TWO WHITE RANEITS. «

The rabbits soon found their way to it,
and began to eat off all the green leaves.

There they are in the picture! Do you
see them?! The big rabbit sits on his hind
feet, and reaches to the top of the basket.

Soce! ho has pulled u turnip down. Tt
has fallen on the ground, and the little
rabbit runs to it and begins to eat too.

It is & good thing that the big rabbit
pulled this turnip down, for the little
one could not have reached to the top of
the basket.

In this way the big one helped the
litthe one. This is just what boys and
girds should do at their meals. They
should help the little ones first.

That is & good lesson to learn from
Henry's white mbbits.  Is it not !

fimt | greem | hulch | rvached

fousd | Kind leaves | thing

groah | howe | meals | white
Pronessce ta #yllables

began’ | garden : reachtes

carirota | helped some’thing

fallen | lewson

turtnips
un .

Figure 4: Sample Reading Text of Royal Readers No. I Part 111

THE KETTLE AND ITS FRIENDS. "5

Here they are. In the middle you seo
the tea-pot, and all around her the cups
and saucers, just
like a hen and
her chickens
The co -
and the tea-pot
aremy two great-
est friends, x

1 have not so much to do with the ctps
and saucers as my two friends have.  But
T often see them, and I know of what
they are made.

Cups and saucers are made of elay,
and are baked in an oven to make them
bard.

I must bid you good afternoon, as I am
wanted to boil water for tea.

f the h I uﬁ‘.-u pour bear | friend know should
water into him hot boil great l pour tea
enongh to seald him, if he could cnly clay heat scald work
.l' y Pronoasce in Syliasies
ow you shall see a family of my chicktens | e-n middle
friends.  Without them I should not be boiling coftfee | famdi-ly \[ sau‘ons
80 useful as I mn, break:fast din‘ner ket use-fal

Figure 5: Sample Reading Text of Royal Readers No. I Part 11

This last part of the book ends with a number of poems with the themes of daily life, natural
world and religion (Figure 6). Both in part two and three, texts are followed by target
vocabulary and pronunciation parts, for some of which visuals are provided.



MORNING SONG

GOD IS IN HEAVEN EVENING SONG.

e Yo acr s And n « H

Figure 6: Sample Poems from Royal Readers No. | Part I11
Sample Worksheets and Exams for Current English Courses of 9" Grades (2023-2024)

For the academic year of 2023-2024, Turkish Ministry of Education provided sample
materials for various subject areas of each grade. For English course of 9" grade, there are
two sample worksheets for each unit of the course book used at schools (20 units and 40
worksheets in total). In addition, there are two sample exams for each semester (Fall and
Spring) so that teachers and students could see the expectations in terms of level and question
types. In sample worksheets, there are reading comprehension, dialogue completion and
vocabulary questions. All of these questions are in multiple choice format with five options
and the level of the questions range from Al to A2 level (MEB, 2023). Figure 7 is a dialogue
completion activity in one of the sample worksheets, which suggests sentences of a dialogue
in mixed order so that students can turn them into a meaningful dialogue.

5. Jenny : Hellol My name is Jenny. What is your
name?

Thomas : Hil I'm Thomas. - - - -
Jenny : Nice to meet you, too.

A) How are you?

B) Nice to meet youl

C) See you later.

D) How old are you?

E) What is your address?

Figure 7: Dialogue Completion Question in Sample Worksheet1

In another worksheet, there are questions providing introductory information for students so
that they can select the best word from the options to complete one of the sentences. (Figure
8).



1. Anna works at a café. She serves food and drinks to
people. Sheisa----.

A) student
B) chemist

)

)

C) waitress

D) teacher
)

E) journalist

Figure 8: Vocabulary Question in Sample Worksheet 2

In Sample Worksheet 3, there are also questions for vocabulary in which students need to
match the visuals with the words to name them (Figure 9). For these questions, students need
to know the meaning of the words in addition to correctly identifying the objects in the
pictures.

I. | Umbrella a.

1. | ID Card b.

11I. | Mobile phone | c.

IV | Passport d.

V. | Wallet €

Which of the following matchings is CORRECT?

A)l.d/IlLa/lllb/IVc/V.e
B)LLb/ll.e/llld/IVc/V.a
C)l.d/ll.a/lllb/IVc/V.e
D)l.b/ll.e/llld/IVal/V.c
E)l.e/ll.c/Nlb/IVc/V.a

Figure 9: Vocabulary and Identification Questions in Sample Worksheet 3

In the materials of the sample exams, question types include activities to fill in the blanks and
to write answers for comprehension questions by identifying and/or analyzing the
information provided in various texts. In the sample exams, there are multiple choice,
matching and completion types of questions, which require more writing of the students
compared to the sample worksheets. In terms of level, sample exams are consistent with the
level of sample worksheets (A1/A2 level) (MEB, 2024b). For example, in comprehension
type of exam question, a visual is provided to be scanned by students to find the relevant
specific information for the questions (Figure 10). These questions require scanning of the
main text and the questions in addition to the identification of the answer of the questions.



1. Answer the questions according to the student ID card.

Student ID Card

a. How many languages can Barney speak?

b. Does Barney have an email address?

c. Where is Barney from?

Figure 10: Comprehension Question in Semester 1 Exam 1

In the scenario part of the sample exams, there is also a reading text about which three open-
ended question appear (Figure 11). In this part, students need to read a short text to identify
answers of the questions and then write their answers to the following blank.

2. Read the text and answer the questions.

Sally is an exchange student in izmir, Tarkiye. There is a café near her apartment. She reads a book and
has a cup of coffee there. There is a big park near the café, so she can take her dog for a long walk. There
is a big supermarket near her apartment where she can find fresh vegetables. There is Gunes Restaurant
near the supermarket. She can try local food there.

a. Where does Sally live?

b. What does Sally do at the café?

c. In which restaurant does Sally try local food?

d. Is there a place where Sally can take her dog for a walk?

Figure 11: Comprehension Question in Semester 1 Exam 2

There are also comprehension types of exam question, in which a reading text is provided
which should be scanned by students to find the relevant specific information for the
following questions (Figure 12).

2. Read the text below and answer the question.

Last night, I left a pot on the stove, boiling and fell asleep.
Unfortunately, it caught fire while I was sleeping. The fire
sprinkler system at home became active and put out the fire.
I woke up with the sound and smell. Luckily I had fire
sprinklers at home. They saved both my life and my sweet
home.

Amy

What is the main idea of the text above?

Figure 12: Comprehension Question in Semester 2 Exam 2



Discussion

In the first years of Turkish Republic, foreign language education was starting in middle
school years while in the contemporary curriculum of Turkey, English language education
starts at primary school (specifically in the 2" grade as two-hours a week). While the
materials used for foreign language classes were mostly from the foreign publishers in
between 1924 and 1950s, in today’s case, Turkish National Ministry of Education is
preparing all course materials itself. As it is seen on the sample excerpts, on the contrary to
the more advanced level (B1/B2 level) of the first English curriculum of Turkish Republic,
current 9 grade English course is designed for A1/A2 level. Accordingly, English course
books, sample materials, and sample exams for 9" graders are currently based on this
beginner level which interestingly assumes that these students have not previously learned
English at all. While the course book of Royal Reader No. | was covering texts of various
topics and even poems through the end, the currently used materials for 9™ graders are lower
level with very simple texts.

In terms of the content of the materials, in the older version of the materials, there was a
focus on caring students’ interests by using topics which might be attractive for them in
addition to improving their reading skills. Although the texts of the current materials are
attempting to be student-centered, the themes of the texts are not always directly related to
the daily life issues. In terms of teaching process, there were suggestions and tips for teachers
in Royal Reader No. | related to the use of materials in classes so that they can motivate
students easily. Unfortunately, in the current materials, there is no guidance provided for
teachers about how they could be covered in the classes to use them more effectively. Apart
from these, the biggest difference between the older and newer forms of the materials is
related to the target skills. While the currently used English course materials are only for
improving grammar, vocabulary, reading and writing skills of the students, in the book of the
first curriculum, there was a strong focus on active use of English by the students through
production activities such as question answering. Improvement of the speaking skills was
strongly emphasized not only in the pronunciation parts, but also in discussion parts on the
reading texts and related visuals. Finally, the question types on the recently used testing
materials are very limited compared to the the first years of Turkish Republic as the current
ones are mostly in forms of multiple choice or short answers. Therefore, it seems that the
expectations about the English language skills of 9" graders have been lowered to a large
extent in one-hundred years of the country.

Conclusion

Based on the analysis of the course book used for English courses during the first 30 years of
Turkish Republic, it can be concluded that Royal Reader No. | was full of texts of various
topics, moving from Al towards B2 level. Moreover, the book was rich in terms of the
visuals and pronunciation-focused materials. On the other hand, the sample materials
obtained from the website of the Ministry of Education demonstrates that the target level for
current 9™ graders is A2 at most. Moreover, in current English courses the main focus is on
reading and writing skills of the students without any content for listening and speaking
skills. Question types suggested in these materials are also very limited compared to the
materials of the first years. That means there has been a big decrease in the expectations from
high school students in terms of their English language skills. In order to improve these
students’ various English skills, it is definitely needed to suggest some sample materials and
exams specifically for listening and speaking skills. In addition, the currently used materials



with the focus on reading and writing skills should be improved in terms of the types of
questions. As a result, the students will be able to show improvement in all types of skills in
English as a foreign language. In addition, there is the necessity to revise the beginning and
target level of English courses for high school years as these students have actually learned
English through their primary and middle school years. In accordance with the current trends
of the world, it will be better to use more interactive and production-based activities based
on the students’ needs and interests.
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