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B I L I N G U A L L E S S O N S  I N  S C H O O L S  O F L AT V I A N  
R E P U B L I C  D E  FA C TO  A N D  D E  J U R E

Tatjana Russita

ABSTRACT
Some of the Russian-speaking teachers in minority schools in Latvia have to teach bilingually. That is, 
they are required to use both Latvian and Russian within the scope of one lesson. However, due to in-
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they use to solve this problem. Problem-oriented interviews with teachers, participant observation and 
����
	����������	�������������

��
����
��	�
���
�
	�������������
�����������
��
�������
��
���
�����	���
Each strategy involves different ratio of Russian and Latvian within a lesson. Three of them also imply a 
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discovered as well.
KEY WORDS: behavioural strategies, bilingual education, cheating, Latvia, teachers, case-study

�!"#�$�%�
&�������
�����
�
����������'�����
��(
��
��
�	�)���*��)��
����
���
�����+
�������
�������������+��/�

����������
�
���	0��1�'�
�	
��1����

�������)/������
��)�����
����
�
���
���
���#
�������������������*	���

�������	�����0����	��	������
�����/�	���	��������������������
��

(�������	�������������
�������'
��
��
��1����� 2
�����	�(�� ��
������
�� ��� ��
�����
�� �
	���3�
�� 

��)� �
��

()� ������
� �
��
���(
�/� ����-
��	3�
���
�����������4�
����	'
�����
��������#����
���
�����
����
�����
�����	�
�
���	�
��	
���������
��	'
)��
����)���������������
��

(���/�
���
���������)��
��'(��
��������	�	'����
��
������

�����&��-
����	��1�)��
��
���()�0��������������	������
�
�
�������)/�
���������
��)�����
�����

��	
�����
�
����
��
���0��5�������� ()��
������*������4���������	'(��
�����6�
	�	�
� 
�����)������)� 0�����7�����
����������
�
��(����#�����
����
����������
��

(������	���	
���
����6����
�)������
��
����	
���(6���
��)�������
8�9;�!5�!����<"5<���=������	
���
��
���(
�/��������'������
����/��������	'(����/���
��(�/��
��-


(��/��
��(
��	���7'�

Dr. Tatjana Russita
Department of Social Psychology, Moscow City University of Psychology and Pedagogics
Sretenka 29, 127051 Moscow, Russia 
�������	
����
���������
�
��

����
�����������������
����������!�����	
�
"�#�
�$����%�&��'�#�
�&�
#

The main goal of this research is to describe different behavioural strategies for bilingual teach-
ing chosen by teachers in Russian minority schools in Latvia. While the problem of bilingual edu-
cation is widely discussed in Latvia1, the unbiased scholarly research is actually lacking. Among 
the performed studies one might mention a rather wide analysis of implementation of bilingual 
education by the Baltic institute of social sciences2, reports of State institutions3 reports by minor-
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between what is required and what is possible.

A behavioural strategy is a way teacher chooses to behave in different circumstances when he 
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terns for conducting a lesson and four patterns for preparing documents.

�������
������
�
�
�;�����	���	
��
�����

����	���
�������������
��^___�

�^__�/��	������
observed the process from inside in the years when it was at its most acute and vivid.

Background 

History. The number of Russian-speaking inhabitants of Latvia grew up increasingly in the 
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��^_th Century, when Latvia was integrated into the USSR�.
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estimated to be even higher. 

All Russian-speaking children have an opportunity to receive education in their mother tongue, 
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schools provide education in Russian, being staffed with Russian-speaking teachers.
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to be taught in Latvian is left to the school. The education in primary and middle school was also 
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languages during the same lesson.

School reform sparked waves of protests among Russian speakers in Latvia, which included a 
number of manifestations, mass meetings and a hunger strike. 
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old children) school. One example from the bilingual lesson in the eleventh grade was taken to 
illustrate the strategy possible in other grades as well.
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BILINGUAL LESSONS IN SCHOOLS OF LATVIAN REPUBLIC DE FACTO AND DE JURE

Opinions. The Government suggest, that bilingual education will help young people to enter 
the universities in Latvia and study there in Latvian, that bilingual education will ensure equal 
opportunity for Russian- and Latvian-speaking entrants9.

The opinions about the reform among the respondents differ, but most of them tend towards the 
negative end of the spectre.
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or as a staged show, a completely senseless process:
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they did not care about the result. The main thing for one part of the population was to show to the 
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Most respondents often say, that, for example, Music or Drawing lesson might be taught bilin-
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ers to think that school headmasters are trying to press schools into bilingualism faster and deeper 
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School system in Latvia

Below is a brief description of school system in Latvia provided to help to understand the de-
scribed realities and situations: 
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Handicraft, Social science, Ethics. There are other teachers providing instruction in  Music, Draw-
ing, Sports, English and Latvian languages.
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short rhythmical poems. 
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out and answer questions in front of the class.
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Materials and methods
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them cannot even use Latvian in everyday situations.

This paper is based mainly on the materials of the research that took place in four minority schools 
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Strategies used by teachers involved in the program of bilingual teaching were studied.
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Latvian, from different schools and, therefore, in different circumstances and relations with school 
administration. The mother tongue of all respondents was Russian (except one case where it was 
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the other was a previously uninterviewed man.

The main research methods were problem-oriented interviews with teachers and participant 
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The described situation took place before the global economic downturn, now it is slightly dif-
ferent and not so acute. 

Results 
 
1. Behavioural strategies during lessons
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Teachers may switch between chosen strategies depending on situation and different circum-
stances (the long-term factors like the attitude of school administration to the teacher or short-term, 
like the expectation of inspection on the lesson]_). The possible reasons underlying strategy choices 
are reviewed in the next section.

1.1. ‘I do not care’

This strategy requires the least cheating and lying. A teacher who chooses it totally ignores any 
orders about the bilingual component of a lesson.

L., primary school teacher, did not know she had to teach bilingually. She was very surprised 
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was included into the transfer program and she had to teach Handicraft bilingually. Her reaction to 
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second, lack of fear of dismissal. The teacher, assured of his or her necessity to the school no mat-
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the requirement about the bilingual component, when it does not tell the teachers that they should 
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school is ready for the transfer, there are many bilingual lessons and everything is prepared, than to 
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���
�
����������
���
	����	�
�������
��
�����

�»���������
�
�
	��������������������



TATJANA RUSSITA

]_�

go against the stream, reporting the actual state of things, especially knowing that it would change 
nothing. As the result almost all schools report that they are ready. 

1.2. ‘Set piece’

When choosing this strategy, a teacher uses Russian during the ordinary lesson, but in case of 
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the topic, read one advertisement out loud. Said in Latvian on which page the children should open 

�������������

�����	��
��
»����
�������
���º��#��	���(��
������
������	�����

����
��
����������-

�����	
���	���
���	��	��
���������
�
���
	
��	�������
����������
�����	
���
�������	�º�Ã��	�
���
�������	»�����������������º��
�������
�����������
	�
��
�
�������
	�����	���
���	��2�����������
�����
#�;�������������
��¼���
������
�
����	»
���������	�����
����	���
���	��³��/������������

�´

#���2
�����2���	������(��
��	������������

�����
���������	��
	��������	
�
��������������
���
½��	�������	�»��
����������	��
���
���	��������
	������
����������������
��
��	�������Ä"&/�����-
���	������
�
�������������������
	
����/���
�

������
»����������
�
��
���ºÅ��

��
��
������(��
������	

��
�

����	
�

���������
�������
���������

����������	�����	��/����/�
���
Math lesson. But for that case teachers also have some devices. Here are some of them:
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those who went to Latvian kindergartens.

Variation of this method is to ask different children to read the text of the task, but only those 
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possible in the fourth form, when they are rather grown-up. When they can help, understand every-
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b) To use the same exercise-books for the lesson, but in Latvian. Teachers mention that it is also 
important to use sometimes Latvian versions of the books during the ordinary lessons11���(��
�

���
�
children used to them and to avoid children questions about the new books at the inspected lesson.
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1.3. ‘Few words in Latvian on every lesson’ 

Both third and fourth strategy users speak Latvian on every lesson. Actually it is hard to say 
where this border lies, and it is possible that the difference between these strategies is purely quan-
titative, depending on the amount of Latvian used during the lesson. 
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S., who is teaching the History of Culture, answered the question why she does not speak Lat-
vian with the eleventh grade:
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Latvian, it is over. Maybe something may be on the Latvian language lessons, but such things (like 
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Sometimes a teacher uses literally few words:
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b) another version of the third strategy is to say in Latvian not the new terms or key words, but 
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the Geography lesson:

Povesim attelu na stenku13�³"�/�9�
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Such examples are well-known due to their utter absurdity, although it seems that this strategy 
(3b) is not very popular,.
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lesson.

1.4. ‘Let’s try to teach bilingually’

The followers of the fourth strategy also may be divided in two groups: 
a) those whose knowledge of Latvian is rather poor, but who try to follow the rules and use as 

much Latvian as demanded. They try to include bilingual component to every lesson, but do it very 
formally:
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This is an actual strategy for those teachers who almost do not speak Latvian, but work in 
schools, where the administration is very keen on issues of bilingual education.
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lesson. Teachers try to teach bilingually, provide terminology in Latvian, ask children to answer in 
Latvian, but give explanations in Russian if children do not understand. 
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Russian and Latvian, the new material is mostly explained in Russian, exercise books are in Lat-
vian and therefore all the tasks for the individual work are in Latvian.

However, here is the comment from a teacher who does not use this strategy, explaining why 
it is unacceptable: 
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poor and the actual reason for her choice of a different strategy is unknown to us.

1.5. ‘Better Latvian than the mix of languages’

The whole lesson is taught in Latvian. 
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everyday speech.

A., a Geography teacher, is shocked by the result of using Latvian textbooks on her lessons:
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name with a Russian ending when speaking Russian.
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However, my experience shows that the situation with the knowledge of Latvian among chil-
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them on to learn it.

2. Document handling

Teachers mention that it is even more important to handle the documents in Latvian, than to 
teach bilingually, because chances that someone would inspect the documentation are higher than 
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public of Latvia. The requirements for the written language are higher than to spoken language, 
therefore even a rather high level of conversational Latvian (which is also quite rare among teach-
������
���	

��
����
�����
��������
���
����	
����	��

"������
�
	���������
�	�
��
����������
��
�������	�
���
������»���
�����
��
����
����	
�
�
	�
(often combined) exist, often in combination.

Sometimes funny situations occur. Since all the records in the class register must be put in 
Latvian, teachers have to cheat if it is impossible. E.g. the themes of an English lesson in primary 
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theme and metatext in Latvian. 

2.1. Filling in Russian
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ments in Russian (cf. Strategy 1 in conducting the lessons) � in that case school administration is 
forced to translate them.

2.2. Copying
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their own last year documents, adapting them slightly for current needs. Sometimes they do not 
understand a word from what they are writing about. However, this strategy is rather popular.
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was sent back to the teacher from the higher authorities with the comment that the text does not 
correspond to the title of the document. 
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league was preparing completely another lessons for children of different age) and mixed the para-
graphs in the text to make it slightly different (actually to make it completely incomprehensible). 
She did not understand a word from the document she had prepared.
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rather surprised and said that she would have never written anything like this in Russian, since 
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This is how the whole idea of report cards is corrupted, losing its sense.
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2.3. Ask for help

The most common practice is to ask Latvian-speaking colleagues or relatives to help with trans-
lation. My observations show that this strategy is used from time to time by most teachers. Often 
the translators are their grown-up children ���
�
�
��
�
�����
�������
�
�]��^����	�	
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Latvian on an acceptable level and can translate the texts written by their parents in Russian. 

A., a Science teacher and the leader of Science section in her school, had to deal with a huge 
amount of the documents because of her high position. She said that she had to ask her husband, 
whose Latvian was better, for help every time she needed to translate something she wrote. She felt 
very sorry that he was forced to spend his time on, but she could not do it herself, even though her 
Latvian was otherwise adequate.
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teacher should submit at least once a year:

Generally it is not senseless, but the requirement to do it in Latvian is very bad and makes 
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2.4. Filling in Latvian
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about the mistakes. School administration corrects the mistakes before sending the documents to 
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The knowledge of language does not allow for more. Most of the documents planned to help the 
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do not know perfectly.

Conclusions

Twelve cases of Russian-speaking teachers working in the minority schools in Latvia show 
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These strategies differ from each other in the ratio of Latvian and Russian languages within one 

lesson, in the degree of formality of the use of the bilingual component and in how much difference 
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the largest discrepancies between what is required by the spirit of the law (i.e. the law of the com-
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pulsory bilingual education in the minority schools) and what happens on the lessons in reality are 
most interesting for this study (see lesson strategies 1.2, 1.3 and 1.4).
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level of Latvian, his or her relationships with school administration, and some personal features. 
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ment handling in this language, asking their colleagues, school administration, friends and relatives 
for help. Sometimes document handling becomes utterly formal, the teachers do not even try to 
understand what they write. 
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