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STUDY DESCRIPTION 
 

 
AIMS AND TASKS 

 
The main aims of the study are: 

• Firstly, to acquire understanding of opinions among the parents and pupils of 

minority groups about current processes in connection of the minority 

education reform, learning and usage of the Latvian language in the context 

of society integration;  

• Secondly, to define to what extent is the attitude towards minority education 

reform influenced by the organisational obstacles of the implementation 

process and to what extent it is influenced by negative political attitudes that 

are focused on educational and language policy makers – the ruling political 

power. 

 

The following tasks were set to reach the main aims of the study: 

• by applying qualitative methods, to acquire understanding of how minority 

school pupils and their parents describe their attitudes toward minority 

education reform, toward separate stages of the reform – bilingual education, 

transfer of learning in secondary Schools basically in Latvian language from 

September 1st, 2004,  as well of their attitudes toward learning and usage of 

Latvian language and also their evaluation of ethnic relations in the country; 

• by applying expert’s in-depth interviews, to acquire wider knowledge about 

interests and aims of parties involved in educational policy – politicians, 

education specialists, NGO representatives and municipal workers 

concerning minority education reform, its further prospects as well as their 

evaluation of current reform implementation process and related problems; 

• to find out experts’ opinion about issues of minority behaviour and action in 

respect to learning and using the Latvian language as well as their evaluation 

of ethnic relations in the country in the context of society integration; experts’ 

interviews to be supplemented with interviews with representatives of mass 

media conducted by BISS; 
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•  to carry out statistics data analysis and gather information on comprehensive 

schools in Latvia: to find out changes of the number of schools of different 

type, changes of the number of pupils in different types of schools and grade 

groups;  

• basing on the statistics data analysis, to acquire additional information on 

minority behaviour in the context of education reform; 

• to review previously made studies which concern learning of the official state 

language and implementation of minority education reform in order to 

supplement the opinions of focus groups thereby leading to a wider 

understanding of the issues examined; 

• to evaluate all conclusions of the study and give their analytic summary of the 

current processes in connection with minority education reform policy, and 

influence of learning and use of Latvian language upon society integration.  

 
METHODOLOGY AND TARGET GROUPS 

 
The following qualitative study methods were used to implement the study aims and 

tasks: 

(I) Focus group discussions with minority secondary school pupils (3 groups) 

and pupil’s parents (4 groups). 

In discussions with pupils secondary school pupils were involved. Such 

selection was based on the experience of organising discussions with pupils. 

Elementary school pupils express their opinions in very laconic and brief way; they 

can not ground their ideas in free discussion. Secondary school pupils face such 

difficulties in much fewer cases, furthermore, they possess the necessary social 

maturity in order to speak of understanding of minority education reform and their 

relations with the largest ethnic group – Latvians. 

In total there were three pupil group discussions held – two in Riga and one in 

Daugavpils. 

Minority pupil’s parent target group was divided into two sub-groups. One 

consisted of parents of grades 2 to 4 pupils (primary school); these are grades which 

have began bilingual learning starting from grade 1 (grade 1 pupils’ parents were not 

included in target groups, because they do not have sufficient experience as pupils’ 
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parents concerning the implementation of bilingual education). The other group 

consists of parents of grade 8 to 9 pupils (basic school); these are grades that in near 

future will transfer to learning basically in Latvian language in secondary school.   

In total four focus group discussions with parents were carried out, where 

with each target sub-group two discussions were held – one in Riga, the other in 

Daugavpils.  

Riga and Daugavpils were selected as the most appropriate places for holding 

the focus group discussions due to the fact that particularly in Riga and Latgale 

Region around 80 % of all schools with Russian language as the language of 

instruction are concentrated (out of 150 Russian schools 65 are located in Riga and 

52 in Latgale Region).  

It must be noted that in the summary of study results concerning Latvian 

language (1.2.2), interaction with Latvians and evaluation of the ethnic relations 

(1.2.3., page 82) the opinions of discussion participants are analysed not only as of 

minority school pupils parents’, but also taking into account their experience and 

attitude as of representatives of ethnic minorities living in Latvia. Group discussions 

included representatives of several nationalities – Russians, Ukrainians, 

Belorussians, and Lithuanians.  

(II) Experts’ in-depth interviews. In total ten (10) partly structured interviews with 

experts involved in development of minority education reform, which group consists 

of: ruling coalition politicians; opposition politicians; representatives of non-

governmental organisations; education system specialists; responsible municipal 

officials from both Riga and Daugavpils. 

(III) Statistics analysis.  

Primarily two data sources were used: 

1. Annual Statistics bulletin “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the 

School Year…” (1991 – 20021 ) issued by Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia; 

2. Data on comprehensive full-time schools presented on the Internet homepage2 of the 

Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Latvia. 

The initial part of description of the study results contains evaluation of 

conclusions and their analytic summary of all three study chapters – focus group 

                                                 
1 Except data on 1992 which were obtained from the Latvian Statistics Yearbook 1992. 
2 www.izm.gov.lv 
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discussions (I), experts’ interviews (II), statistics analysis (III) which comprises the 

report chapter of this study under the title “Situation analysis: summary of results 

obtained, evaluation and conclusions”. The continuation of the report contains 

detailed overview and analysis of results of each separate chapter of the study. 

 
Group Manager: Brigita Zepa, Ph.D. - sociology 
Project Manager: Evija Klave, M.A - sociology 
Report was prepared by: Evija Klave, M.A. - sociology 
                                 Inese Šūpule, M.A. - sociology 
                                 Ilvija Vule, M.A. - sociology 
                                 Līga Krastiņa, B.A.  –  sociology  
                                 Inguna Peņķe, B.A. – sociology  
                                 Jolanta Krišāne, B.A. - mathematics. 
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STUDY RESULTS 
 

SITUATION ANALYSIS:  
SUMMARY AND EVALUATION OF THE RESULTS OBTAINED AND CONCLUSIONS   

 
The conclusions put forward as the result of this study are based on the 

summary, evaluation and analysis of the qualitative data obtained. The applied 

methodology does not permit making any conclusions on the spread of attitudes 

discovered by the study and the opinions forming these attitudes in the society, but 

their qualitative analysis is the basis for putting forward hypothetical assumptions. 

 Within the framework of the study, the opinions of national minority pupils 

and their parents are evaluated on the current processes concerning the issues of 

national minority education reform and mastering and using the Latvian language. 

Also their evaluation of interethnic relations in the country was obtained. The 

opinion analysis of these target groups is supplemented with experts’ conclusions, 

quantitative research data and statistical analysis what allowed to carry out an 

expanded analysis of the situation.    
 

BILINGUAL EDUCATION: UNDERSTANDING, EVALUATION AND ATTITUDE 

 
Attitude of the parents of national minority school pupils towards bilingual 

education is analysed in this study basing on examining three opinion groups. These 

are opinions about the aim of bilingual education, implementation practice, benefits 

and losses. These opinions are based on parents’ conceptions, information and 

samples of activity models.   

 

1. Aim of bilingual education  

Parents’ understanding about the aims and tasks of bilingual education are 

directly or indirectly linked to the role of the Latvian language in the social, political 

and economic life of Latvian society. Qualitative analysis of the received data reveals 

essential dimensions of understanding the aim of bilingual education.   

Pupils’ parents’ opinions about the aims and tasks of bilingual education are 

mutually different, often contradictory. Such incompatibility of opinions corresponds 

to the normal situation when about certain policy aims there exist diverse opinions in 

the society. However the research data permit to distinguish two levels of individual 
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understanding – surface and lower what makes the discussed issue to be evaluated 

carefully.   

 The surface level contains information about the aims formulated by the  

bilingual education policy makers, and exactly on this level part of respondents show 

adequate understanding of the reform aims put forward by the national minority 

education policy makers, pointing out that bilingual education is aimed at restoration 

and strengthening of Latvian language status in the country, public integration based 

on the Latvian language, as well as establishing equal starting positions for all 

society members both in the field of education and labour market. Still in-depth 

analysis of the discussion results reveals that on several occasions this level of 

understanding is to be assessed as rather formal, not corresponding to the 

respondents’ conviction (therefore it has been defined as the surface) because more 

extensive is the lower level of pupils’ parents’ understanding about the aims of 

bilingual education. 

The lower level corresponds to the interpretation by respondents of, in their 

judgement, the real aims of bilingual education, though not formulated in open, and 

on this level part of pupils’ parents interpret the aims of bilingual education as 

negative and discriminative strategies aimed against national minorities residing in 

Latvia – conscientious destruction of national minority education quality with an aim 

to restrict social, political and economic mobility of non-Latvians. This level of 

understanding contains also that group of opinions according to which bilingual 

education is a way how the state solves problems with teaching the Latvian language 

at school that have arisen in the national minority education system in general. This 

opinion is voiced also by some members of NGOs which represent national minority 

interests.   

Although part of the national minority pupils’ parents understand or, on the 

surface level of understanding, realize the aims of the bilingual education policy 

makers and implementers, pupils’ parents in general, with several exceptions, 

consider that bilingual education is not an adequate mean for consummation of these 

aims.  

When comparing the understanding of parents and secondary school pupils 

about the aim of bilingual education, one has to conclude that also among pupils 
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exist both above mentioned levels of understanding. When making conclusions on 

this issue, regional differences can be observed. For pupils in Riga more 

characteristic is the opinion that corresponds to the surface level of parents’ 

understanding – they realise the advantages created by knowing the Latvian language 

in the fields of higher education and labour market which has a positive effect on 

their motivation to study according to the bilingual training method. Also part of 

Daugavpils secondary school pupils realise this. However, pupils living in Latgale 

region, as well as part of their parents point out to the negative impact of bilingual 

education on the quality of national minority education in general and think that 

mastering of the Latvian language should be promoted with the help of other means, 

not bilingual education.    

Analysis of understanding of the aims of bilingual education, supplemented 

with quantitative data about the sources of pupils’ parents’ information about 

bilingual education point at certain vacuum in the information space concerning the 

question about the aims and tasks of national minority education reform. It is proven 

also by total lack of understanding among some parents, who turned immediately to 

criticising implementation of bilingual education. 

 Also experts point out to the lack of expanded and versatile information 

acknowledging existence of two discrete information spaces – in the Latvian and 

Russian languages. Information obtained in these information spaces about bilingual 

education according to the experts’ opinion is incomplete. It is characteristic for the 

press published in the Russian language to turn more to criticism of national minority 

education reform, in its turn the information available in the Latvian language 

reflects these issues fragmentary. One can feel lack of positive information space and 

popularisation of the accomplishments made during this reform in the society.  

But just adequate understanding of policy aims is one of the prerequisites 

for a successful policy implementation because it has a positive impact on the direct 

target group of this policy what in this case are national minority pupils whose 

attitude in its turn depends largely on the dominant opinions in the family. It is 

proved by this qualitative research results; although one must add that the pupils’ 

understanding of the aims of bilingual education, in comparison with the opinions 
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voiced by their parents, correspond more to the aims formulated by the national 

minority education policy makers.  

 

2. Practice of implementing bilingual education  

Opinions of national minority pupils’ parents, experts and secondary school 

pupils about the difficulties implementing bilingual education at school are similar to 

a great extent.  

Firstly, successful implementation is prevented by the fact that the included 

target groups have no unified understanding of the notion “bilingual education” what 

according to the opinion of parents and several experts, is not precisely defined in 

Latvia.  

Secondly, all groups point to insufficient preparation of methodological 

bases when starting the reform - there is lack of adequately trained teachers and 

teaching aids. Unlike pupils, parents lay emphasis also on the limit of time resources 

concerning both the whole procedure of national minority education reform and the 

length of lessons and studying at home. For parents characteristic is the opinion that 

the reform is implemented too hastily, greater gradualness is necessary. Such an 

opinion is also voiced by public sector experts.  

Thirdly, in parents’ and secondary school pupils’ groups an opinion exists 

that successful implementation of bilingual education is prevented by inadequate 

knowledge of the Latvian language both among pupils, teachers and parents, the 

consequences of which parents and pupils formulate differently. These differences 

possibly exist because in the discussions participated secondary school pupils while 

parents voiced their opinions basing on their experience as parents of primary and 

basic school pupils.  

Parents mention as, consequences of insufficient knowledge of the Latvian 

language, increasing learning load and rising negative emotional tension among 

pupils especially at primary school level. Pupils themselves do not speak about these 

aspects; on the contrary, they evaluate their emotional feelings at subjects to be 

learned bilingually as neutrally positive. Still you have to take into consideration that 

such evaluation of their psychological condition was given by secondary school 
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pupils while parents revealed their observations about primary and basic school 

pupils.   

According to pupils’ interpretation, insufficient knowledge of the Latvian 

language is the reason why implementation of bilingual education is often formal 

because teachers and pupils during process of learning both at school and at home 

use the Russian language as much as possible. It has also been proved by parent 

stories about the process of learning at home in which they are forced to be actively 

involved.  

National minority pupils and their parents see solution to the bilingual 

education problems in ensuring gradualness of implementing the reform. 

Nevertheless, analyses of discussions allow making an assumption that such an 

opinion in reality reveals pupils’ parents’ wish let their children would be ensured a 

possibility to receive general education in the Russian language. It means, if basic 

school parents support bilingual education from the first classes of primary school, 

then parents of primary school pupils support the reform only in the case if pupils 

start studying bilingually only during the last grades of basic school or start learning 

the Latvian language in the kindergarten, but not in the first grades of primary 

school.  

According to experts’ evaluation, in implementation of bilingual education, 

problematic is the fact that it did not come as a proposal from national minorities 

themselves but was implemented in accordance with one of policy making models – 

“implementation from above”. In this context both parents and pupils as well as 

some expert point out to lack of dialogue between policy makers, implementers and 

executers, resulting in the opinion existing among parents an of bilingual education 

as an enforced requirement.  

Experts consider that difficulties and problems faced during implementation 

of national minority education reform shall be looked upon in a wider scale, i.e. as 

the consequences of disarray in Latvian education system.  

 

3. Gains and losses of bilingual education   

The positive results of bilingual education – acquiring, improving the 

knowledge of the Latvian language and its usage skills, advantages in the labour 
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market – are seen by those parents, who have positive experience concerning the 

practice of implementing bilingual training method, i.e. their children have mastered 

the Latvian language and at the same time they are successful in their basic subjects. 

The sample of those parents allows making an assumption that in the basis of the 

negative attitude towards the national minority education reform is insufficient 

experience of implementing bilingual education, thus the difficulties with 

implementing the reform are transitional.  

When analysing the opinions of national minority pupils’ parents 

concerning the gains and losses of bilingual education, the qualitative research 

results show that within the framework of public discourse nothing is spoken about 

the benefits of national minority education reform. It is proved by the fact that 

parents with some, above described, exceptions are not able to point out to the 

benefits of the reform but turned to criticism of bilingual education.  

Main losses of bilingual education, according to parents’ understanding, are 

lowering of national minority education quality, negative impact on pupils’ 

knowledge of their mother tongue, as well as negative attitude towards studies and 

school. Still one has to point out contradictions in these opinions.   

On one hand, pupils’ parents acknowledge that the level of knowledge of 

national minority pupils is decreasing, on the other hand, the argument about 

preparation of pupils for studies in the higher education sector in the Latvian 

language does not stand fire among parents because their experience proves about 

competitiveness of Russian speaking pupils with the graduates from Latvian schools 

in higher education institutions of Latvia.  

The next contradiction is concerning the question about the impact of 

bilingual education on the native language. On one hand, parents consider that 

pupils’ knowledge of their mother tongue deteriorates, on the other hand they voice 

conviction that internalisation of the native language and culture – teaching and 

handing over to next generations – is a family responsibility, and there is no 

necessity for additional programs for learning the native language and culture within 

the general education programs.  This position is held also by secondary school 

pupils – communication in the family and out-of-school contacts are sufficient to 

ensure preservation of their national language and culture.   
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The negative impact of bilingual education on pupils health, but mostly on 

how they feel psychologically has to be paid special attention, although within the 

framework of this research these aspects were emphasised by parents of primary and 

basic school pupils. Emotional discomfort leaves a negative impact both on pupils’ 

attitude towards the Latvian language and studies in general. Negativism arising 

from cognitive and emotional difficulties that pupils face is the reason for dislike 

towards school, so called “school phobia”, manifestation of what parents observe 

already now in the attitude and behaviour of their children.  

In general experts’ evaluation about the bilingual education reform is 

positive. Major benefit from experts’ point of view is increasing the level of 

knowledge of the Latvian language among national minority youngsters. 

 

Conclusions 

Analysis of the opinions of national minority pupils and their parents forming 

their attitude towards bilingual education allows making the following conclusions. 

 The negative evaluation of bilingual education given by pupils’ parents as well 

as part of secondary school pupils, taking into consideration its difficulties, gains and 

losses, has to be referred not to bilingual education what parents and pupils support 

in substance but to the procedure and way of implementing the national minority 

education reform - pupils’ parents do not want to yield to the pressure of the national 

minority education policy makers, and with their negative position against such 

method of training they express their negative political attitudes in general.  

     Although present negative attitudes towards national minority 

education reform in some way can be explained by insufficient experience of 

implementing bilingual education, it is possible that the difficulties related to 

bilingual education and consequential negative attitudes are characteristic for the so 

called transition period, yet the research data do not testify that the opinions of 

primary school pupils’ parents about the practice, gains and losses of the reform 

differ from the positions expressed by basic school pupils’ parents, quite often just 

contrary, negativism among the parents of  junior grades is even more explicit. 
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In a wider scale the critical attitude of national minority pupils’ parents is 

determined by discontent with the change of Russian language status in the society 

from the majority language to a minority language what is still intensified by the 

national minority education reform. It is testified also by the parents expressed 

demands for ensuring the right of choice in the field of education, understanding with 

this choice only the possibility to master the general education in the Russian 

language.  

It is necessary to facilitate understanding of the aims and tasks of bilingual 

education by launching a positive discourse about bilingual education in the society 

and promoting development of dialogue among all parties involved in the national 

minority education policy, especially among pupils, their parents and policy makers. 

Otherwise, as the study results show, the opinion about bilingual education as a 

requirement forced “from above” is gaining strength.  

 
 

LATVIAN LANGUAGE: MASTERING, USAGE AND MOTIVATION   
 
Mastering of language and motivation 

The data about the habits of mastering and using of the Latvian language 

obtained in the study appraisal are analysed not only as the opinions of national 

minority pupils but as well as opinions of non-Latvians. Among study participants 

there were Russians, Ukrainians, Byelorussians and Lithuanians.  

The qualitative methodology applied in the study allowed to get a wider 

insight in the language learning process, thus essentially complementing the results 

of the quantitative study “Language” (BISS, 1996-2002) on the questions concerning 

mastering the Latvian language, as well as about language usage habits and 

motivation. In the analysis of the results and interpretation about these questions it is 

very important to take into consideration the age criteria of the respondents (study 

participants correspond the age group within the approximate boundaries from 30 to 

55 years).  

The results obtained give grounds for several conclusions.  

It is characteristic that basically non-Latvians have mastered the Latvian 

language in two stages that correspond to different periods of time – during the 
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Soviet time and during the time after Latvia restored its independence. For every of 

these periods characteristic is a different language policy and accordingly different 

has been the status of Latvian and Russian languages. Between the above mentioned 

stages of mastering the language in most of the cases, as it is proved by study 

participants’ individual history of mastering the Latvian language, there is a gap that 

had a negative impact on the language knowledge of non-Latvians.  

Learning the Latvian language at school during the Soviet time, according 

to the evaluation of non-Latvians, was ineffective – the language was taught 

casually, teachers expressed their uninterested attitude towards their work. The 

obtained knowledge of the language respondents evaluate as very weak, and their 

high marks at school did not correspond to their actual knowledge. Therefore 

although the quantitative data of the study “Languages”(BISS, 1996 – 2002) point to 

school as an essential stage in the process of learning the Latvian language, when 

interpreting these data much attention has to be paid to the age of respondents. In the 

age group between 30 to 55 years other means serve more for learning the language 

(everyday communication, language courses).  

It is important to distinguish between the formal and informal language 

learning environment. If during the first stage predominating was learning the 

language in a formal environment – at school, then in the other – formal and natural 

learning of the language alternate and sometimes even interflow. Stories of study 

participants point out to the informal environment as a factor furthering the 

efficiency of learning the language. Live communication with Latvians has yielded 

the best language learning results.  

Comparing respondents’ self-evaluation of their knowledge of the language 

and their attitude towards the language, there are grounds for the assumption that the 

result of learning the language is not only knowing it and ability to use it but also 

changing the attitude toward the language.   

Individual histories of learning the Latvian language allow us to conclude 

that the basis for mastering the Latvian language is the so-called instrumental or 

usefulness motivation. It is formed by utilitarian motives – to keep one’s job, to 

increase one’s possibilities in the labour market, to pass Latvian language 

certification test, to receive Latvian citizenship, as well as to assist children in their 



Opinions of national minority pupils and their parents on the Latvian language       year  2003 
 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2003 17

learning process and with their own sample motivate children to study the Latvian 

language. Domination of instrumental motivation in learning the Latvian language 

was pointed out also by the experts involved in this study.  

Study data also show the main reasons for lack of motivation to learn the 

Latvian language, which, while being different by their content, can be summed up 

as the linguistic self-sufficiency of the Russian language. It is especially typical for 

Daugavpils where there is a completely different ethnic and linguistic situation than 

in Riga. Daugavpils people put more emphasis on the lack of Latvian cultural 

environment for learning the language as well as the initiative of Latvians to 

communicate in the Russian language thus pointing out to the tendencies of 

assimilation when Latvians assimilate into Russians.  

Behaviour of non-Latvians in the context of learning the language is 

influenced by the fact that the Latvian language is perceived as “forced upon”. It has 

a double influence. On one hand, on the level of instrumental motivation it promotes 

learning and using the Latvian language in formal environment in public space, but 

on the other hand it has a negative impact on the motivation to learn this language on 

the psychological level.  

Experts explain this lack of language learning motivation both with 

increasing language competition as well as psychological motives within the context 

of the Language Law pointing out to softening of language implementation policy.  

As language learning motivation and attitude towards the language are the 

main factors determining efficiency of mastering the second language, in this case 

the Latvian language, it is very important to promote development and strengthening 

of positive attitude towards the Latvian language both in the society in general and 

on the individual consciousness level of non-Latvians. This conclusion is based also 

on the theoretical considerations about forming of linguistic attitudes what originally 

takes place in the family, but later, when individual comes into macro environment, 

may both preserve or change. Strengthening of positive language attitude and 

spreading it will have a positive effect on the language learning process among the 

younger generation and implementation of bilingual education in national minority 

schools in Latvia.  
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Habits of using the language  

The analysis of non-Latvians’ habits of using the language and the situation 

reveal that in the target groups of focus discussions – national minority pupils’ 

parents and secondary school pupils – there does not exist essential differences, 

therefore these groups are not specially separated when evaluating results and 

making conclusions.  

Survey results show that the habits of using the Latvian language are closely 

interwoven with the language environment, both depending on the type of 

environment – formal or informal environment, and depending on cultural 

environment – Latvian or Russian cultural environment. In addition, in the analysis 

you have to separate also environment types according the type of communication, 

which can be formal as well as informal.  

Non-Latvians use the Latvian language mainly in formal environment – in 

different state institutions, at school, work (it must be emphasised that for pupils, 

especially in Daugavpils, school in most cases is the only place where they use the 

Latvian language). Less often non-Latvians use the Latvian language in informal 

environment in public space – on the street, in a shop, public transportation. In their 

turn in informal environment in private space – at home, when visiting somebody - 

the study participants use mostly the Russian language.  

In the analysis of the habits of using the Latvian language, the process of 

choosing the language during everyday communication between Latvians and non-

Latvians was analysed. 

Study results allow concluding that the expectations related to the choice of 

language both among Latvians and non-Latvians are contradictory. In informal 

communication non-Latvians use mostly Russian when communicating with 

Latvians, but on the level of attitudes they express regret, often even resentment 

about unwillingness of Latvians to use their language. In formal communication in 

their turn study participants rather expect that Latvians would use the Russian 

language although they accept the situation when every member of communication 

uses his mother tongue.  

Thus the question about the dominance of Russian language in informal 

communication is mainly linked by non-Latvians to the attitudes and motivation of 
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Latvians. The reasons of such action proposed by the participants of the focus groups 

are as follow: the history of communication of Russians and non-Latvians 

(historically Russian language is perceived as an international language what is 

known both by Latvian language and, of course, Russian language community group 

members); levels of language knowledge (knowledge of the Russian language among 

Latvians is still in general better than knowledge of the Latvian language among non-

Latvians; communication proceeds smoother and easier in Russian); social role and 

preserving of knowledge (Latvians do not want to loose their knowledge of the 

Russian language). In total it shows an increasing language competition that could 

essentially influence language use in the future both in public and private space.  

As positive has to be evaluated the willingness of Latvians and non-Latvians 

to develop communication and maintain it disregarding the language.   

 

Conclusions 

Usage of the Latvian language is furthered by, firstly, the formal language 

environment, especially in public space. It can be explained by the fact that places 

and situations corresponding to the formal language environment and where non-

Latvians use the Latvian language are incorporated in the fields regulated by the state 

that are constituted by state administration institutions, municipal, public 

information, education and culture fields. Secondly, usage of the Latvian language is 

furthered by the Latvian cultural environment, while its lack or insufficiency, as it is 

proved by Daugavpils example, has a negative impact both on learning the language 

and motivation to use it and practice.  

Basing on the analysis of habits of using and choosing the language, it is 

largely possible to explain the decline in using the Latvian language in informal 

contacts, disregarding its expanding use in formal environment and communication. 

In formal environment and communication the language choice is determined by the 

national state language policy. Therefore in formal environment there are grounds to 

speak about a change in language hierarchy; as a result the Latvian language 

strengthens its status as the language of the majority. In its turn in informal 

environment during everyday contacts between Latvians and non-Latvians the 

Russian language is used due to habit and language knowledge. Here the change in 
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language hierarchy proceeds considerably slower because it is related to the change 

of public linguistic attitudes on the level of individual consciousness.  

 When comparing the opinions and models of behaviour of national minority 

pupils’ parents and secondary school pupils concerning the motivation to master the 

language and habits of using it, one may conclude that there are no essential 

differences, it means, their linguistic attitudes largely overlap. Firstly, it points at the 

important role of the family as a socialising institute in forming language learning 

motivation and inheriting the models of language usage behaviour. Secondly, it 

testifies that the current tendencies in using the language are preserved also in the 

younger generation – the Latvian language dominates in the formal environment and 

communication but in informal contacts Russian is still the dominant language also 

among secondary school pupils.  
 

EVALUATION OF INTERETHNIC RELATIONS 
 
Understanding the attitudes toward bilingual education and learning and 

using of the Latvian language is expanded by the opinions of non-Latvians about 

interethnic relations in the country. It must be pointed out that the analysis of this 

question is a supplemental analysis of central topics of two studies – national 

minority education reform and usage of the Latvian language.  

Study participants distinguish between the every day and “political” levels 

of interethnic relations. Predominant is the opinion that on everyday level there are 

no interethnic problems; a conflict emerges in relations with politicians and 

concerning their implemented policy. Such position is supported by experts who in 

general are not willing to comment on interethnic relations in Latvia in the scale of 

the whole society.  

Discussion analysis reveals that ethnic belonging seldom is the cause for 

conflict but in a case of a conflict situation ethnic belonging may serve as an 

argument catalysing the conflict.  

When analysing the experiences of non-Latvians concerning their relations 

with Latvians, we have to conclude that whether strife or conflict situations arise 

between Latvians and non-Latvians, depends largely of the frequency of contacts 

(single or multiple) among the particular individuals. Conflict situations arise 
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between strange people met in the public space with whom there is just a brief and 

single contact. Within the framework of their social network (acquaintances, friends, 

colleagues, relatives, neighbours) non-Latvians have established good relations with 

Latvians based on mutual understanding and friendship, disregarding the type of 

social relations or regularity of everyday communications.  

According to experts’ evaluation, the ethnic integration issue is closely 

linked to the implementation of national minority education reform and its related 

problems.  

Conclusion 

The opinions of survey target groups on polarisation of interethnic relations 

indicate alienation of Russians and other non-Latvians from authorities what in turn 

has a negative impact on support by national minorities to the national policy formed 

and implemented by the establishment, and furthers their negative political attitudes.  
 

SUMMARY 

Negativism of national minority pupils’ parents is directed not against 

bilingual education as such but against the model of implementing the bilingual 

education policy – “implementation from above” which strengthens parents’ opinion 

about bilingual education as a forced-upon requirement. Although the attitude 

towards the reform is also negatively influenced by its organisational problems, they 

do not play the decisive role in forming the target group’s attitudes towards the 

bilingual education.  

The analysis of the attitude towards national minority education reform and 

models of using the Latvian language as well as evaluation of interethnic relations 

point out to an open conflict of non-Latvians with the ruling political elite. The lack 

of dialog among the policy makers, implementers and executors demonstrates weak 

vertical integration which has a reverse effect on the attitude towards bilingual 

education. 

The negative political attitudes of target groups in the context of education 

and language policy do not promote political integration while on the horizontal level 

of ethnic integration there are no conflict formation indicators; this level is also not 

affected by the habits of using the language.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I. FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 
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I. FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 
 

The structure of components forming the attitudes of an individual is quite 

complicated and versatile. The analysis of survey data is based on the Hierarchy of 

Attitudes Theory*, according to which the political attitudes of an individual are 

formed of their opinions about separate steps in a certain policy, which in this case 

are the measures implemented within the framework of the language and education 

policy. One of them, which is under the central focus in this study, is implementation 

of bilingual education in minority schools. Opinions, in turn, are based on ideas, 

information, values, norms, and samples of action patterns. This scheme of analysis 

is the basis for summarizing and assessing the qualitative data, obtained in focus 

groups, about three circles of themes – bilingual education, learning and using the 

Latvian language, ethnic relations. The Latvian language goes through all of them as 

the subject of this study. By finding out the opinions of the target groups about the 

current processes in connection with the education reform and learning and usage of 

the Latvian language, it becomes possible to reveal their attitudes toward the Latvian 

language and, on a wider scale, to obtain more in-depth understanding of the trend 

indicating whether these processes promote integration of minorities in the Latvian 

society or rather characterize formation of tension and a tendency among the 

minorities to disassociate. 

Discussion question for both target groups – pupils and parents of minorities 

– have been developed according to a single structure. The questions differ by their 

formulation and degree of generalization. The questions intended for secondary 

school pupils have been formulated, taking into account their social maturity and 

ability to express themselves, to substantiate their thoughts, reveal their experiences. 

The results of focus group discussions in each target group have been 

summarized and analyzed separately. They are supplemented with data from 

previously performed qualitative and quantitative studies, thereby leading to a deeper 

level understanding of the issues examined. A comparison of the results from parent 

and pupil discussions and conclusions based on it are included in the general results 

analysis of this study .  

                                                      
* Sabatier, P.A. (1993) Policy change over a decade or more. In: Sabatier, P.A and Jenkins-Smith H.C. 
(eds) Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition Approach. West view Press, Boulder, Col. 
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1. PARENTS OF MINORITY PUPILS 
 
 

1.1. STUDY DESCRIPTION 
 

Target group: parents of pupils from Grades 2 - 4 and 8 - 9.  

Method: target group discussion (altogether 4 focus group discussions were carried 

out in the cities where respondents reside). 

Language of discussions: Russian. 

Place of discussions: Riga and Daugavpils.  

Length of discussions: on average 120 minutes.  

Period of field work: September 8 - 12, 2003.  

 
AIMS 

 
To acquire understanding of attitudes among the parents of minority school pupils 

toward the minority education reform, learning and usage of the Latvian language, 

ethnic relations in the country, the state of Latvia. 

 
TASKS 

The following tasks were set to reach the aim of the study: 

 To find out how parents understand the aim of bilingual education on the 

level of the education policy created and implemented by the state. 

 To reveal the personal experiences of the target group regarding the practical 

implementation of bilingual education. 

 To find out the difficulties and problems encountered by respondents as 

participants of the bilingual education policy. 

 To analyze the opinions of parents about the meaning of bilingual education, 

its aim, their individual experience.  

  To acquire knowledge about how their expectations match the real situation 

and about their attitudes toward the bilingual education. 
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  To compare the ideas, evaluations, attitudes regarding bilingual education 

among the parents of pupils in Grades 2 - 4 and 8 - 9. To determine the existing 

differences and suggest assumptions regarding the basis of such differences. 

  To acquire understanding of the motivation to learn and use the Latvian 

language – the advantages and limitations caused by language proficiency. 

  To find out what are the Latvian language usage routines among the parents 

– the places, situations where the language is used, determining the factors of 

language choice. 

 To evaluate the behavioral patterns of parents in respect to learning and using 

the Latvian language, to acquire deeper knowledge about the attitudes of parents 

toward bilingual education as a method of teaching the Latvian language. 

  To acquire knowledge about the relations between the respondents and 

ethnic Latvians in order to better understand the motivation and routines of using 

the Latvian language. 

  To determine what are the words and expressions respondents use to 

describe ethnic relations in society on the basis of situations experienced in 

personal life. 

  To compare and determine the ideas, assessments, and attitudes toward the 

issues examined between respondents living in Riga and Daugavpils. To 

determine the character of these differences, to suggest assumptions regarding 

their possible causes. 

 
SAMPLE METHOD 

 

The following steps were taken in selecting the respondent sample for focus groups. 

Step one: school selection. Schools were sampled on the basis of the study 

“Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education” (BISS, Riga, 2002). 

According to the results of the said study, minority schools have been divided into 

four large groups depending on their readiness for the 2004 transition. In each group 

of schools, by applying the raffle principle in selecting the sample, one to two groups 
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were selected, depending on the number of schools in the respective group. This 

school sampling principle was followed in Riga as well as in Daugavpils.  

Step two: selection of telephone numbers of pupils’ parents. Contacting the 

selected schools made the telephone numbers lists of parents of pupils from Grades 2 

- 4 and 8 - 9. 

Step three: selection of pupils’ parents. By random sampling and following 

the quota principle in respect to groups of grades, three parents out of the total 

number of pupils’ parents from each grade in the group of Grades 2 - 4 were selected 

in two discussion groups, and four to five parents from each grade in the group of 

Grades 8 - 9 were selected in two discussion groups. 

Following these steps in selecting the samples prevented several risk factors. 

Content and quality of the data obtained depend to a high degree on selection of 

schools. The limited number of focus groups caused the risk of obtaining a one-sided 

impression of the issue examined. Inclusion in the sample of several schools, of 

different levels of readiness, allowed to prevent this risk and to obtain possibly 

widest spectrum of opinions and attitudes, adequately reflecting the actual situation. 

Selection of separate schools and respondents from the common list of pupils’ 

parents in the respective groups of grades allowed us to minimize the possibility that 

participants of discussions could know each other, which is a factor causing negative 

impact on the process of discussions. 
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PARTICIPANTS OF DISCUSSIONS 
 

 
1st group – Riga (parents of pupils from Grades 2 - 4) 

 
 

NAME 
 

AGE 
 

OCCUPATION 
 

CHILDREN / GRADE GROUP 
 

Irina 29 years Sells flowers on 
market 

Two children, son in grade 4, 
daughter in grade 5. 

Staņislavs 39 years Engineer - 
constructor 

Three children, one son – grade 3, 
other in grade 7, the youngest 
attends a preschool education 
establishment. 

Jeļena 39 years Housewife  Three children, daughter is in 
grade 3, oldest children study at 
higher education institutions. 

Marina 31 year Trolleybus driver Two children, one son is in grade 
1, the other son – grade 2. 

Jeļena 31 year Specialist of 
communications 

Daughter is in grade 4. 

Anna  32 years  Unemployed, 
housewife, has 
worked as a lawyer 

Two children, the youngest son is 
in grade 2, the oldest son – grade 
8. 

Natālija 29 years Cook Daughter is in grade 4. 
 

 
2nd – Riga (parents of pupils from grades 8 - 9) 

 
 

NAME 
 

AGE 
 

OCCUPATION 
 

CHILDREN / GRADE GROUP 
 

Zoja 43 years Workwoman Son is in grade 9. 
Igors 38 years Commercial agent Daughter is in grade 8. 
Nadežda 43 years Workwoman in 

woodworking 
Daughter is in grade 9. 

Larisa 54 years Charlady Son is in grade 9. 
Natālija 46 years Book-keeper Son is in grade 8. 
Igors  51 year Outfitter of goods – 

car driver 
Three children, one son is in grade 
8, the other son has finished the 
school, and the daughter is in 
grade 1. 

Svetlana 46 years Works, did not 
divulge more 

Two children, one son is in grade 
9, other – grade 3. 

Irina  38 years Unemployed  Two children, one daughter is in 
grade 8, the other - attends a 
preschool education 
establishment. 
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4th group – Daugavpils (parents of pupils from Grades 8 - 9) 

 
 

NAME 
 

AGE 
 

OCCUPATION 
 

CHILDREN / GRADE 
GROUP 

 
Tatjana 51 year Works at a small 

organization 
Two children, one daughter is in 
grade 8, other has already 
finished the school. 

Leongina 45 years School nurse Two daughters, one is in grade 
9, other has graduated. 

Anžela 46 years Works in factory Two children, daughter is in 
grade 8, son studies at RTU. 

Regīna 44 years Secretary Daughter is in grade 9. 
Nonna 53 years  Preceptress in 

kindergarten 
Daughter is in grade 8. 

Ludmila 39 years Railway operator  Daughter is in grade 9. 
Vanda 55 years Unemployed Two children, one is in grade 9, 

the other has already graduated. 
Irina  38 years Saleswoman Son is in grade 9. 
Nadežda 45 years Works in the sphere of 

culture  
Daughter is in grade 8. 

 

 
3rd group – Daugavpils (parents of pupils from Grades 2 - 4) 

 
 

NAME 
 

AGE 
 

OCCUPATION 
 

CHILDREN / GRADE 
GROUP 

 
Rimma 35 years Teacher in primary 

school 
Son is in grade 3 

Anna 57 years Unemployed  Granddaughter is in grade 2. 
Aļona 30 years Saleswoman Son is in grade 3. 
Ilona 34 years Music teacher Two sons, both are in grade 4. 
Svetlana 33 years Student at night-

school  
Two children, son is in grade 5, 
daughter – grade 4. 

Tatjana 33 years Saleswoman on 
market 

Son is in grade 3. 

Olga 30 years Housewife  Daughter is in grade 2. 
Ludmila 40 years Unemployed Two children, one son is in 

grade 4, other – grade 12. 
Tatjana 37 years Housewife Two children, daughter is in 

grade 2, son attends a preschool 
education establishment. 
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1.2. RESULTS 
 
1.2.1. BILINGUAL EDUCATION: PARENT’S OPINIONS, EVALUATION, ATTITUDE 
 

 THE UNDERSTANDING OF THE AIM OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION 
 

 DIFFICULTIES AND PROBLEMS OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION 
 

 GAINS AND LOSSES OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION  
 

 BILINGUAL EDUCATION AT SCHOOL: PROS AND CONS 
 

 
The role of parents in successful implementation and putting into practice of 

bilingual education should not be underestimated, although, it certainly should not be 

exaggerated. Within sociological thinking the family traditionally is one of the most 

important socialisation institutions, the implementor of values and norms in an 

individual, and thus largely influencing the child’s attitudinal structures to different 

social phenomena within the society. Also, the attitude to language is firstly 

established exactly within the family, and only later, when the individual enters the 

macro-environment, it is supplemented or created anew. The attitude to language, in 

its turn, is one of the factors facilitating or hindering the second language acquisition. 

In this case, the set task is to determine the attitudes of the pupils’ parents to 

bilingual education at minority nationality schools, analysing the manner they are 

interpreting the developments of the education policy. Special attention is paid to 

what discourse, words and expressions the parents use to state their stance and 

evaluation. By comparing this with the data acquired from the pupils’ discussion 

groups, a feedback between the parents and their children will be revealed. 

In the study the parents’ attitudes to bilingual education are based on their 

understanding and interpretation across several aspects. The first is their 

understanding of the processes of education policy on the national level, which is 

closely linked to the information space of the parents. The second aspect is their 

opinion on the implementation practices of bilingual education, the faced difficulties 

they consider on the basis of their personal experience of being a parent. The third 

aspect forming the parents’ attitude is their opinion on the gains and losses of 

bilingual education. All mentioned aspects are equally important when creating the 

attitude, sometimes it is even very difficult to draw any borders between them. 
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THE UNDERSTANDING OF THE AIM OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION 
 

One of the preconditions of successful policy implementation is the 

understanding of the policy participants of the activities implemented by the policy-

makers, their aims and tasks. Furthermore, it is exactly the understanding of why 

these or those activities are performed that positively influences the policy 

participants’ motivation to support and join this policy. The pupils parents’ 

conception of the minority education reform and its necessity is one of the central 

factors determining their support of the changes within the minority education 

system. 

The pupils’ parents’ understanding of the aim of bilingual education at the 

national level cannot be uniformly evaluated. It has to be pointed out that some of the 

respondents could not perceive the question on the aim of bilingual education, it was 

difficult for them to provide a concrete answer. This is demonstrated by the fact that 

these respondents turned to other questions – the discussion of the bilingual 

education implementation practice, indicating difficulties and problems they meet as 

parents, as well as to criticising bilingual education, describing their attitude to 

bilingual education.  

As already mentioned above, the parents’ understanding of the aims of 

bilingual education is largely determined by their information sources concerning 

bilingual education. In the quantitative parent survey performed within the 

framework of the study “Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education” 

(BISS, 2002) in most cases parents obtained information on bilingual education from 

the child’s teachers (69%), which shows that at least two thirds have discussed the 

bilingual education issue with teachers. Mass media as information source have been 

less important in this case – only 23% got to know about the new education system 

from mass media. 40% of Grades 2-3 pupil parents received explicit explanations 

concerning the application of the Latvian and Russian languages in the education 

process of their children from the child’s teacher or the school administration; 31% 

got to know a little, while nothing whatsoever has been told or explained at school to 

22% of Grades 2-3 pupils’ parents. These data explain to some extent, why parents 

have difficulties in talking about the aims of bilingual education and revealing their 

understanding of them. Two thirds of the Grades 2-3 pupils’ parents surveyed within 
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this study (including ‘difficult to say’ answers) did not receive information or receive 

insufficient information on bilingual education at school, which is their basic 

information source. 

 

The obtained explanations of focus group participants on the aims and tasks 

of bilingual education are directly or indirectly linked with the Latvian language, its 

role in the social, political and economic life of the Latvian society. Let’s turn to 

concrete opinions and expressions by the pupils’ parents. To their minds, the aims 

and tasks of bilingual education on the level of national policy are the following: 

- renewal and strengthening of the status of the Latvian language in the country; 
- change to state-funded education only in Latvian at all levels of education; 
- ensuring the knowledge of the language necessary for the labour market; 
- develop communication skills among all inhabitants of the country; 
- to learn the language as a means of communication; 
- to integrate individuals and groups within an undivided society; 
- to prevent the lack of necessary resources in language learning; 
- a solution to the problem of teaching the Latvian language; 
- to assimilate minority inhabitants; 
- a wish of the ruling power to eliminate the Russian language in Latvia; 
- to lessen the competitiveness of minorities on the labour market; 
- attempts to cause disagreement and conflict between the two largest language 

communities – Latvians and Russians. 
Content-wise the enlisted opinions are even completely opposite, which 

proves once again that the parents’ understanding is extremely different. The 

methodology used in the study (focus group discussions as a qualitative data 

acquisition method) prevents from drawing any conclusions as to the prevalence of 

those opinions. Attention has to be turned to their content aspect and the basis for the 

formation of such opinions. 

The group of parents showing understanding of the aims of bilingual 

education admits that bilingual education in minority schools in Latvia is linked to 

the Government’s efforts to renew and strengthen the status of the Latvian language 

in the country, integration of the society on the basis of the Latvian language, 

provision of equal opportunities to the members of the society both in the filed of 

higher education and on the labour market. 
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- The aim is a noble one – to strengthen the Latvian language. As there are little 
inhabitants in Latvia (…) the language requires cultivation, specific attitude. These 
activities of our Government are understandable, morally justified.(Riga, parents, 
Grades 2-4) 

- Perhaps on one fine, or maybe not so fine day somebody at the top understood that the 
Latvian language is disappearing in Latvia. And therefore it is necessary to improve 
this situation really fast.(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- (..)if one looks at whatever country, there is the national language in every country, and 
in principle, at school the studies are in the national language. Somebody likes it, 
somebody doesn’t, but this is why the national language is introduced to 
schools.(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

The respondents understand and approve such step taken by the ruling power, 

because, to their mind, it is just normal that the inhabitants in Latvia use the Latvian 

language, and all inhabitant groups, whatever their mother tongue and ethnic origin 

have equal opportunities. Thus, certain respondents think that the intentions of the 

policy-makers are positive: 

- This decision is guided by good intentions. So that our kids would have better life in the 
future, that it would be easier for them to join our environment. They need jobs in order 
to escape the problems we face. The question is, how good it is. But the aims are exactly 
these. (Daugavpils, Grades 2-4) 

- We could not realise ourselves because we did not know Latvian. Now it reflects on our 
children. As if they want that they would know the Latvian language and integrate in our 
free Latvian society, but on the other hand, it is sort of clumsy, mandatory, but one 
cannot be kind by applying force.(Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- It is correct, so that it is easier to integrate in this society in order to avoid serious 
disagreement, considerable gaps in the language knowledge. (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grades 2-4) 

- The language acquisition is absolutely necessary both for us and our children, if we live 
in Latvia, of course, the language should be acquired but only through another method. 
(Daugavpils, Grades 8-9) 

There is an opinion group including statements on bilingual education as a 

means and method of language teaching. Two aspects have to be singled out here. 

Firstly, there exists an opinion that bilingual education is a means to make people to 

start using Latvian earlier. (“Because of the Latvian language. They want people to start 

speaking earlier. One thing is that we will start communicating between ourselves. (Riga, 

parents, Grades 2-4)). Secondly, although one of the aims of bilingual education is 

the acquisition of the Latvian language the parents think that through the manner 

bilingual education is currently being implemented in schools it will not bring the 

expected results in the aspect of teaching the Latvian language: “It is wrong teaching of 

the Latvian language.” (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4). This aspect was very actively 
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discussed by all groups of respondents. The parents think that there are difficulties in 

teaching Latvian at school within the minority education system in general and that 

the Government is solving this problem by means of applying bilingual education. 

What problems are the respondents referring to? 

One of the key problems, in the eyes of parents, is the lack of teachers of 

Latvian and the frequent change of teachers, which in the respondents’ opinion have 

a highly negative influence on the process of teaching the Latvian language and the 

children’s language knowledge.  

- I think, they cannot find teachers to provide quality teaching of Latvian, teachers that 
work with the language concretely. Perhaps not only this, but that’s one of the aspects, 
while the consequences are, that was correctly put, for the children to assimilate better. 
(Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- There are very few good teachers of Latvian. Very few! The teacher changes every year, 
then she has maternity leave. To my mind, he knows the Latvian language to the same 
extent I do. A zero, an absolute zero! (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- My friend is simply breaking down. Her kid goes to school for five years and has had 
five teachers of Latvian during this period. (..) But every teacher has their own demands! 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Another aspect causing dissatisfaction among parents is related to the 

methodology and quality of teaching the Latvian language, the teachers’ attitude to 

work. Respondents are shocked that Latvian is being taught to children in a manner 

similar to that when the parents studied:  

- I think the quality control of the knowledge of the teachers of Latvian should be 
increased so that the Latvian language classes would be more qualitative. (..) Just 
look at the teachers of Latvian. (..) Do you know how most of the teachers of Latvian 
work? With such ease, such cool attitude. [Ironically, with certain contempt]. 
(Daugavpils, Grades 2-4) 

- The system has not been considered. (..) A child of my relatives went to school, to the 
first grade, opened the book, and there on the first page – Write! Read! (..) They don’t 
recognise the letters but there – read, write! That’s the problem, see! We went to 
school to learn in Russian, and there it goes at once in Latvian – write! Somehow it 
has not been considered well also with the Latvian language! (Daugavpils, Grades 2-
4) 

- (..)the son was like me. When I heard that he has to learn a poem again and that he 
was learning it by heart, my mood was spoiled because I understood that there would 
be no results.  (Daugavpils, Grades 8-9) 

The large number of pupils in the class is mentioned by the parents as one 

more negative factor in teaching the Latvian language. To the parents’ mind, when 

learning a language the number of pupils in a group should be small – five, six pupils 

instead of more than twenty, as it is at the moment. 
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In order to provide the language knowledge necessary for children, as the 

study participants admitted, other solutions should be found by paying much more 

attention to teaching languages at school. Respondents supported the idea to 

considerably increase the number of the classes of Latvian including it as a subject of 

one or even two classes per day. The quantitative data also show parents’ interest in 

the sufficient number of Latvian classes. Only less than one per cent of parents think 

that the number of Latvian classes per week is “too large”. 46% of parents think that 

the number of classes is “too small” while 49% think that the number is “sufficient”. 

(“Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education” BISS, 2002) 

Respondents also suggest application of the methodology of teaching the 

Russian language to Latvians in Soviet times, which in their opinion, provided very 

good results, for teaching the Latvian language to minority children. As the pupils’ 

parents think, the proof to this is the good knowledge of the Russian language among 

Latvians. 

-  The methodology of acquisition of Russian for Latvians in Soviet times can be applied. 
All Latvians graduating the secondary school spoke very good Russian, but excuse me, 
they were not forced to learn Russian. They were taught Russian actively, normally. 
(Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

Another way of providing for the knowledge of Latvian in the children of 

the Russian-speaking  part of the society mentioned by the discussion participants is 

the necessity to teach Latvian from the early age, namely, from a pre-school 

educational establishment. Such attitude of parents is also approved by the 

quantitative data, revealing the wish of parents that their children would acquire the 

Latvian language as quickly as possible. Almost 70% think that the most appropriate 

time for children to start learning Latvian is the kindergarten age. Besides, 68% think 

that it is preferable for the minority children to attend Latvian kindergartens. Only 

10% said that teaching Latvian should be started at school. (“Analysis of the 

Implementation of Bilingual Education” BISS, 2002) 

The qualitative study reveals the experience of parents, when they want to 

take their children to Latvian kindergartens with an aim that the children acquire 

Latvian earlier and later have no problems in starting their studies at school 

bilingually or in Latvian. At present, part of the parents who have tried to do this 

with their younger children, are facing real obstacles. There have been several cases 
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when parents have received refusals from Latvian kindergartens to accept Russian 

children. The reason of the refusal is not the limited number of places but the 

assimilation danger for Latvian children. Respondents tell that kindergarten directors 

are afraid that the Russian children would speak Russian to the Latvians, which 

caused shock among the discussion participants. In this context parents commented 

negatively on the separation of Latvian and Russian kindergartens and also schools 

in the beginning of 90-ies. 

- Five years are already too late. My daughter started attending a Latvian group at the 
age of five and it is no use. Now I am preparing my two-year old for the kindergarten, 
we will attend a Latvian kindergarten, there will be only Latvian children and that is my 
hope. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4)       

- My daughter attended a Russian kindergarten. Then they said that it will become a 
Latvian kindergarten. They selected according to surnames. Russians should go to 
Russian kindergarten and Latvians stay in this one. We said: “Perhaps we could stay, 
we’d learn Latvian better.” We were told: “No way!” So we had to move to another 
kindergarten. They did not consider our wish to stay. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- (..)yes, you will let a Russian kid to come and he will start speaking Russian to Latvians. 
So create such atmosphere that the kid would not speak Russian! (Riga, parents, Grades 
8-9). 

- Those who do not want, would not let their children go to a Latvian kindergarten. I 
wanted my daughter to go to a Latvian kindergarten, she was not accepted because we 
are not Latvians and we don’t speak Latvian. Why so? It is a national program, after all! 
Provide the language from the diaper age. So then she will go! She wouldn’t need being 
taught, she will go by herself! (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

In the cases when children learn Latvian at a Russian kindergarten, the level 

of teaching the language is very low, in the parent’s opinion. Children do not acquire 

the language skills and know-how necessary for starting bilingual learning: 

- I paid for my daughter to learn Latvian in the kindergarten. We went to the first grade to 
school, that’s it, nothing, she has forgotten everything. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- I would like it that children are taught Latvian in kindergarten, at pre-school age. So 
that there would not be such difference. They have Latvian there, but the level is very 
low. If you talked Latvian to them, as it has now started, from the age of one and a half, 
two years, they would acquire it by themselves, but it is no good to start it at school. 
(Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Speaking about alternatives of the Latvian language acquisition and 

teaching several groups suggested organisation of out-of-school classes for children 

with the aim of acquiring Latvian and practical application of language skills. Parents 

expressed a wish of such classes to be not far from their place of residence and so 

that children could attend them after school. Characteristically, also in this case a part 
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of parents think that, as with the adult training, children should be taught Latvian at 

such classes free of charge. 

- Let them organise studies, additional courses, so that there are additional classes where 
children could learn the language, but so that it is accessible, (..) next to one’s home. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- There should be some kind of courses organised near the school or directly within the 
city’s micro-districts for attracting children. (Riga, Grades 8-9) 

Special attention should be paid to those respondent statements that see 

negative strategies targeted at the minorities in bilingual education and its aims. As 

with examination of other opinions also here several aspects should be considered. 

Several statements point to the pupils’ parents’ belief that by implementing bilingual 

education the quality of minority education is being deliberately destroyed at the 

level of national policy with an aim to limit competitive capacity of the minorities on 

labour market, as well as their social, political and economic mobility. There were 

even more harsh opinions expressed. One of the respondents was sure that bilingual 

education is being implemented in the country because “simply somebody needs to set 

Latvians at variance with Russians.” (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4).  

- (..)another trend is hidden here, a very ugly one – attempts to force the graduates of 
Russian schools out of the labour market. In fact, our children won’t be competitive, 
because when learning in two languages as it is now, not as it should ideally be in the 
variant imagined by our specialists, the children first of all, do not acquire the study 
material and, second, they degrade their native language. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4). 

- My opinion is that Latvians simply don’t want that good positions, top positions 
[positions of power] are occupied by Russians. So that we would work as manual 
workers, that we would not become deputies. They want themselves and their children 
[to do this], but our children are the worst, so that they could only get the worst job 
positions.(Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- Secondary school used to take 10 years earlier. No it has been stretched to 12 years so 
that children would be kept at school and prevented from entering the labour market. 
(Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

The examined beliefs, which are different content-wise, indicate a normal 

situation, when there is a variety of opinions concerning the policy implemented by 

the governing power. But in this case it is important to point out the circumstances 

worth to consider, which substantially influence the issue under analysis. As the 

discussion analysis shows, if following each respondent’s answers individually, 

several individual levels of understanding the aims of bilingual education emerge. It 

is characteristic to the respondents initially to provide “the correct” answer to the 

question reflecting the parents’ formal understanding of the aims of bilingual 
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education and corresponding to the openly formulated aims of the policy-makers. 

Taking into account several non-verbal communication aspects, as well as the 

content and intonations of the verbal information, it is seen that respondents in this 

case operate with readymade phrases that in essence do not correspond to their 

conviction. It is further proved by the fact that as the discussion develops the 

respondents reveal other dimension of their understanding – their conceptions of 

bilingual education, which within the interpretation of respondents correspond to the 

hidden intentions of the policy-makers, or to the openly non-formulated, but the real 

aims of bilingual education. What respondents say about these aims and their 

understanding of them, may in principle be called strategies of facilitating minority 

discrimination. Thus, for example, as already mentioned above, there are parents 

who think that the aim of the bilingual education policy-makers is to ensure 

maximum limitations to the minority competitiveness on the labour market. 

When analysing information given by respondents concerning this issue a 

difference is seen between the understanding of the aims of bilingual education 

implementation and the attitude to these aims. If it can be said about the 

understanding that it is manifold, although more of the informative character, then 

the attitude to bilingual education as a means of reaching these aims is already 

comparatively uniform and can be evaluated as negative. Although a part of 

respondents at least formally understand the intentions of the national education 

policy regarding minorities adequately to the ethnic policy established by the 

government, they, with a few exceptions, do not support bilingual education as one 

of the steps taken to achieve these aims similar to other discussion participants. It is 

possible that the lack of support is caused by the experience of the bilingual 

education implementation practice and related difficulties by respondents as being 

pupils’ parents; that consequently explains sometimes ironic intonation of the pupils’ 

parents when speaking about the integration of individuals and groups in a unified 

society and the acquisition of Latvian as about the aims of bilingual education. 
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DIFFICULTIES AND PROBLEMS OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION  
 

In this section of the study results we will look at what daily difficulties 

respondents face being the parents of minority children. The data of the study 

“Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education” (BISS, 2002) show that 

more than one third (37%) of Grades 2 –3 pupils’ parents think that bilingual 

education has created additional difficulties for their children. 

It is exactly the personal experience of the parents that largely influences 

their attitude towards bilingual education, and consequently, support of changes in 

the minority education system. Looking at the study data along these lines, a 

distinction should be made between those difficulties directly influencing the parents 

and concerning them and the difficulties experienced by the children within the 

learning process at school and home. It should be taken into account that in relation 

to the latter, it is the parents’ story, the parents’ interpretation. 

Analysing the parents’ experience it has to be concluded that basically the 

problems they describe are caused by the insufficiency or even lack of resources 

necessary for the implementation of bilingual education. Therefore, the parents 

basically discussed those difficulties of the implementation of bilingual education 

that, naturally, directly or indirectly related to their children and themselves. What 

resources are the parents talking about? 

The pupils’ parents maintain that for a successful implementation of such 

reform relevant specialists are needed – professional teachers trained to teach 

bilingually and having equal mastery of both the Latvian and Russian languages, as 

well as of the terminology of the respective subject in both languages. Such parents’ 

conceptions are based on what their children tell and on the information they have 

acquired on the preparation of the teachers working bilingually at school. At present, 

according to the parents, there are no suitable specialists at minority schools, 

although the policy-makers are assuring about the contrary and indicating that the 

teachers have greatly progressed, that they have free of charge qualification 

improvement courses. However, the parents are not convinced by such arguments, 

because as they put it, the level of their children’s knowledge of the languages – both 

Latvian and Russian as well as the subject knowledge demonstrate the opposite. 
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- (..)specially trained teachers are necessary for bilingual teaching. Specially trained for 
teaching BILINGUALLY [the respondent stresses this word notably]! (…) So that he 
could explain to the child and the child would understand. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- I asked the director who would teach Chemistry, who would teach Maths. He said, Oh, 
we’ll chose one teacher and send her to the courses. What will this course give to her? 
So, what exactly will this course of Latvian give? Nothing! (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

The parents are certain that presently it is practically impossible to provide 

all minority schools with teachers who can work professionally in accordance with 

the bilingual teaching method. Presuming that one of the central aims of bilingual 

education is to provide the knowledge of the Latvian language necessary for the 

labour market and social mobility, the parents think that it is impossible to achieve 

with the present staffs. Respondents are certain that the teachers whose native 

language is not Latvian cannot do this, but there are schools where all teachers are 

ethnic Russians or have Russian as their native language. 

- The most interesting thing is that Russian teachers teach Russian children in Latvian. 
Besides, it is very likely that many expressions are incorrectly constructed. How could 
that be? (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- All teachers at(…) school, well, they are Russian teachers, they don’t know Latvian. I 
don’t understand how they will work. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- There are no Latvian teachers to teach those subjects! Russian teachers will teach but in 
Latvian! What education they will have? The teacher actually does not understand half 
of it! He has acquired that category, but what does this category give? (Riga, parents, 
Grades 8-9) 

A number of problems occur due to the fact that there have not been 

developed relevant education programs and study materials for learning the subject 

bilingually. Currently there is a situation that pupils with Russian as their first 

language learn the material from textbooks intended for Latvian pupils, which causes 

enormous problems both to the children and, as the stories of the discussion 

participants show, to their parents. The textbooks are developed in a language that is 

too complicated for Russian-speaking children. The pupils and also their parents 

spend considerable part of their time on translating the explanations to the material to 

be learned in their mother tongue, or the other way round if the material has to be 

answered in Latvian. The bilingual learning process is further hampered by the lack 

of quality dictionaries. 

- It is terrible for the kids. For the parents? Well I sit with mine and translate for them 
because I know the language well and it is very difficult for me to explain things to the 
kids. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 
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- I don’t know. We have already bought a Latvian-Russian dictionary and two Russian-
Latvian dictionaries. And sometimes the problem is that the question is put in such a 
form that you have certain difficulties to answer it yourself, not even speaking about 
assistance to kids. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

The next problem follows from the one just characterised. Namely, the 

parents complain that children do not understand the material explained in textbooks 

and the directions to exercises. How do teachers, parents and children solve this 

problem? There are teachers who simplify the text in such situations, make it 

understandable, but due to it the text becomes uninteresting, too laconic. The pupil 

loses interest about the theme to be studied and “he starts looking for information in his 

native language” (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4). Some parents translate the text and 

make it understandable for their children themselves. 

- I open the book, read the first sentence of the theme. I only understand the words “is” 
and “about”. Me, a grown-up person, I could not understand the rest. (…) It took me an 
hour to translate those four pages. The kids sat next to me, they were almost asleep, 
almost like dying: “Mom, when will you finish?” So I threw that textbook away in the 
end and told them everything in Russian. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

Another way how the parents and children solve this problem is by 

purchasing two sets of textbooks - in Latvian and Russian. For example, the child 

learns the material from the textbook in the native Russian language and prepares the 

answer (or simply learns it by heart) from the textbook in the Latvian language.  

As the respondents’ experience shows, sometimes children have problems 

to understand what the teacher is telling during the lesson. It refers more to the 

primary school pupils. On the basis of such experience the parents form an opinion in 

certain cases that bilingual education at school is only a formal, not a real practice, 

justifying its aims: 

- (..)We have a very good teacher for Natural Sciences. I asked: “So how did it go?” The 
child tells me: “She talked and talked and talked in Latvian and I didn’t understand 
anything.” OK, very well, but the lesson was in Latvian, although I do not understand 
anything. You can tick it off, report on it. But what about the results? (Riga, parents, 
Grades 2-4) 

- Now in Grade 3 they started drawing classes in Latvian. He comes home and says: 
“Mom, I think I am stupid, after all.” I don’t really get him at once. (..) He says: “If the 
teacher of drawing did not show what we had to do I would not have drawn anything 
because drawing now is in Latvian. OK, she was saying something, but I didn’t 
understand. OK, I understand, there is a brush, paints, but I don’t understand what I 
have to do with them. Paints had to be mixed. In the end she was telling and showing as 
to monkeys. She took the pots with paints and mixed them.” So she mixed, the children 
mixed. She painted, the children painted. [All accompanied by gestures.] (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grades 2-4) 
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One of the reasons to such a problem, as the parents think, is the children’s 

insufficient knowledge of the language when starting the studies. Parents acquire 

justified, in their understanding, doubts about how this will influence their children’s 

self-confidence, knowledge, motivation to attend school and general attitude to 

studies. In this context the parents often use the word “afraid” – “afraid to go to 

school”, “parents are afraid”. 

There is difficulty not only with acquiring new knowledge, but also with 

reporting back and reproducing the material in the Latvian language. Insufficient 

knowledge of Latvian prevents pupils from formulating their answers, revealing their 

knowledge to full extent and their understanding of the material to be learned. In 

each group, when characterising these difficulties, at least once the expression that 

children are like “puppies who understand but cannot say anything” was uttered. 

In the parents’ opinion, since the introduction of bilingual teaching method 

to schools not only the pupils’ study load has increased considerably, especially at 

home, but also the load on parents. Respondents indicate that they get more and more 

involved in the educational process of their children. Sometimes the parents admit 

that they as if are attending school for the second time, as they prepare homework 

together with children and are forced to participate actively in the learning process, 

because the children cannot cope with the tasks alone. In the focus groups some 

parents even had a conviction that the policy-makers have intended beforehand the 

high degree of involvement of parents in the implementation of bilingual education. 

- Our workload increases twice, even thrice. After work we go home and think: “Oh, 
Gosh, what homework do we have to do today? What scope should we manage?” (..) 
That is, the government has involved everybody – children, parents, subject teachers, 
teachers of Latvian, but it has not thought about how possibly it could be differently 
done. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- When they started implementing all this they already knew before that the parents will 
manage all this bilingualism. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- I think that he already has such load. I come home from work, he comes home from 
school, he hardly manages to do homework. They set large tasks, I think, too large for 
Grade 4. But he wants to run around for an hour. But what running can we talk about 
when I sit there and he has to … If that is in Latvian it will have to be translated, too. I’d 
have to sit two times longer. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- Children have to study more and more with every day. Children are not a fridge that you 
can stuff full with everything. (..) The child is not able to do all homework set for that 
day. Look, how much homework they have!  (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
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The increase of the pupils’ study load is mentioned more by parents of 

Grades 8 – 9 pupils, while the parents of Grades 2 – 4 pupils stress also their 

participation in the learning process. This is also shown by the quantitative data. In 

total 75% of Grades 2 – 3 pupil parents participate in doing homework for subjects 

taught bilingually or in Latvian. 39% admit that they do the tasks together with 

children, 36% help children in the case when the child asks for help. (“Analysis of 

the Implementation of Bilingual Education”, BISS, 2002) 

A whole range of problems is related to the limited time resources both 

concerning (a) general minority education reform planning bilingual studies and 

transfer to studies mainly in Latvian in the secondary school, and (b) the length of a 

lesson and (c) learning at home. 

(a) Discussion members think that changes to the education system are too 

fast and sudden. They stressed repeatedly that the speed at which the reform is being 

implemented in schools is too fast, more gradual approach is necessary. Parents think 

that the introduced changes have not been considered well. Parents substantiate such 

opinion with stating that, to their mind, it has not been clearly said what exactly 

bilingual education means. Each participant to it – pupils, parents, teachers – 

understand and interpret it according to their own opinion. If by nothing else, then 

this is proved by that each teacher organises a bilingual lesson in a different manner. 

(b) The length of a lesson (40 minutes) is, to parents’ mind, insufficient for 

bilingual acquisition of the material: 

- (..)they would not know the subject even though this [bilingual education] is a very good 
idea, (..) but it is not realistic within 40 minutes. It’s a good idea, I repeat that, but it is not 
implementable at school. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4)).  

(c) The time devoted to preparing homework is too long, because pupils 

have no time for relaxation and for activities not related to studies. As a result, the 

children are overloaded, are ill more often, experience increased emotional tension. 

- I studied in Russian. We spend twice as much time on that in the evenings because we 
have to translate. He does not know there terms in Russian but they are given to him in 
Latvian straight away. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- They have no time for resting. They are at school all day through till five in the evening. 
They come home, but they have to do homework for five or six subjects for the next day. 
It is such a load! (..) my child is in Grade 9, she goes to bet at two at half past one, two 
in the morning. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 



Opinions of national minority pupils and their parents on the Latvian language        year 2003 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2003 42

Parents perceive their inability to provide support to their children in the 

process of learning due to their insufficient knowledge of the Latvian language as 

difficulties of personal character. Many of respondents evaluate their knowledge of 

Latvian as of very low level, others do not know Latvian at all. The data of “Analysis 

the Implementation of Bilingual Education” (BISS, 2002) prove that 62% of the 

parents of Grades 2 –3 and 6 – 7 pupils have little knowledge of the Latvian 

language. 

It was revealed during the focus group discussions that a part of the parents 

hire private tutors to different subjects for their children, so that they would acquire 

the necessary knowledge, or they ask assistance of their neighbours - Latvians:   

- We speak Russian at home, me and my husband, we did not study here in Latvia. How 
can I help the child? (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- I am from Russia. Lived here for 15 years. I don’t know Latvian at all. Perhaps on shop 
conversation level, not more. My husband is a national of another country. So we have 
to hire a private tutor (..). (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- We could perhaps prepare homework in Russian, but not in Latvian when I don’t 
understand anything myself. As a result I stir up all my neighbours who know the 
Latvian language. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

It is precisely the necessity to provide parental assistance to children for 

learning at home that is one of the main reasons why in the mixed respondent 

families with Russian mothers (among respondents mothers are the ones to involve 

in learning process of their children) send the children to Russian schools. It should 

be added that in this study there were several families of this type. 

When summarizing the difficulties named and discussed by the parents it 

has to be concluded that some of them should be evaluated as obstacles to successful 

implementation of bilingual education. The parents basically talk about the lack of 

resources necessary for the implementation of the education reform – teachers, study 

materials, sufficient knowledge of the Latvian language and time, which result, in 

their turn, in the concrete daily difficulties (difficulty of doing homework, understand 

the teacher’s explanations, understand the material and exercises explained in 

textbooks, incompatibility of time used for studies and rest, exaggerated pupils’ 

loads, etc.). 
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GAINS AND LOSSES OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION  

 

Along with pupils’ parents understanding about the goals and tasks of 

bilingual education and difficulties arising when children study bilingually, an 

important factor forming parents’ attitude towards bilingual education in general is 

their point of view on the strengths and weaknesses of such training method. You can 

look upon them as gains (positively evaluated results) and losses (negatively 

evaluated consequences). 

First, turn to the gains of the bilingual education mentioned by the 

discussion participants. It must be added that concerning these, there are no 

differences among focus groups, opinions correspond both in Riga and Daugavpils.   

The question about the positive aspects of bilingual education did not 

receive much responsiveness during discussions. Situations what developed during 

discussions, when this question was asked, may be divided into two groups. In some 

cases the room became silent what could indicate both unwillingness to acknowledge 

the plusses of such training method or speak about them, and the necessity to ponder 

on the question what is not self-evident contrary to the question about the minuses, 

negative consequences of bilingual education. In other cases respondents turned to 

criticisms of the bilingual education, expressing their “against” position.  

The opinion of respondents on the gains of bilingual education can be 

characterised by their passivity. In three parent group discussions on the gains of 

bilingual education only one respondent expressed his opinion, but in one group two 

people spoke about this issue (there were four groups in total). Besides these remarks 

are short, concise, in one occasion even contradictory: 

- Bilingual education has a big plus. It is the knowledge of the Latvian language, yes, 
child will know the Latvian language. (..) They will know the language. Even word by 
word they will learn it, and without any bilingual education! (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grades 2 - 4)    

One more considerable aspect to be mentioned when discussing this issue is 

compatibility of respondents’ attitudes. Namely, they, who know the language 

themselves and use it, whose children have no problems to study bilingually and who 

have positive experience as pupils’ parents, are able to speak about plusses contrary 

to those respondents, who have negative experience, poor knowledge of the Latvian 

language and weak motivation to master it.   
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Nevertheless, what positive aspects pupils’ parents see in bilingual 

education? Summing up all statements of the respondents you may distinguish the 

following gains: 

• acquiring and improving knowledge of the Latvian language; 

• increasing interest about the Latvian language; 

• increasing speed of intellectual development; 

• increasing possibilities of informal communication in the Latvian language; 

• increasing competitiveness in the labour market. 

Here, some expressions of the respondents: 

- The sooner child starts speaking in two languages, the less he mixes them. It is a big 
plus. Knowledge of two languages gave my little one a big kick for her intellectual 
development.  I am for such education. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4)  

- Plus of bilingual education – it has to be really bilingual in the correct sense of this 
word. Let communication really take place in two languages, but the basic notions 
would be learned in one’s mother tongue without any losses in the other language. From 
plusses – greater competitiveness for people who know two languages. (Riga, parents, 
Grades 2-4)  

- Contacts with children, have no problems with colloquial speech.  (Riga, parents, Grades 
8-9)  

- If there is an interesting broadcast, she watches it with a great pleasure in the Latvian 
language. Word-stock is increased. Now it becomes interesting for them. If before they 
ignored such things completely, then now they have an interest. (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grades 8-9) 

Improvement of Latvian language knowledge is also most frequently 

mentioned benefit of bilingual education in the quantitative survey of pupils’ parents 

within the framework of the study “Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual 

Education” (BISS, 2002). Such an opinion was expressed by 59% of parents. The 

other answer variants offered in the question – mastering content of the subject, 

learning the mother tongue of Russian pupils, development of Russian culture in 

Latvia and psychological feeling of pupils – are not considered as aspects that would 

improve in the result of bilingual education (only 12-15 % believe that the above 

mentioned things could improve due to the method of bilingual education). Along 

with these gains, two more should be mentioned. 63% of parents consider that a 

benefit of education reform is increasing possibilities for youth to enter Latvian 

national higher education institutions, but 61% of parents point to increasing of 

youngsters’ chances in the labour market.  
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Why do the national minorities pupils’ parents speak so little about the 

plusses of bilingual education at focus groups? During discussions they themselves 

answer to this question:  

- The minus of bilingual education is endless! This minus is like a snake of not knowing 
the subject that twines everything. (Daugavpils, Grades 2-4) 

- Jelena starts with plusses and immediately switches to minuses. 
- Plus is that a child, knowing many languages... 
- Simply there are no plusses.(Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- Maybe there are some plusses, but it is difficult to say ... (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- It gives something, but that plus is so tiny in comparison with minuses that it is simply 
not worthwhile. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

Taking into account such reaction of pupils’ parents to the questions about 

the gains of bilingual education, during the discussion group moderator asked the 

respondents to express their opinion on the topic that one of the advantages and goals 

of bilingual education is to prepare pupils for the next level of education – studies at 

Latvian higher education institutions in the Latvian language. It should be remarked 

that when speaking about the goals of bilingual education, parents did not touch upon 

this aspect. Thus the respondents were as if lead to the idea about the possible gains 

of bilingual education. In addition, as it was mentioned before, the quantitative data 

show that the majority of parents (63%) state that gradual transition in national 

minority schools to the tuition in the Latvian language will “increase” the 

possibilities of their children in the sector of higher education in Latvia. There has 

been little spread the opposite opinion – children’s possibilities to enter Latvian high 

schools will “decrease” (5% of parents think so) (“Analysis of the Implementation of 

Bilingual Education”, BISS, 2002).  

Discussion results show that the argument about preparing national minority 

pupils for studies at higher education institutions yield to criticism among pupils’ 

parents. They consider that the main thing is let children receive good knowledge in 

subjects what is the basis for further successful studies. Importance of knowing the 

Latvian language is secondary because knowledge of subjects in their mother tongue 

is the main precondition for an individual to be able to express this knowledge also in 

other languages, including Latvian.    

- If children will study the basic subjects in their mother tongue, then there is danger too 
that they would not know some terms in Latvian, it would hinder them from entering 
higher education institutions. Supporters of the reform are grounding on this very much. 
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In reality, if the child chooses a direction of his studies, he will master the necessary 
language. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- If the child has mastered knowledge in his mother tongue, then he will be able to express 
them in any language – Latvian, English, and German. There is the basis of knowledge 
in his mother tongue. Afterwards he just needs some help concerning terminology.  
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

It is possible to acquire the necessary knowledge of the Latvian language 

and terminology additionally, by studying the language more intensively, in case of 

need attending some language training courses or taking private lessons. Moreover, 

the knowledge received at secondary school is the basis for further education, and 

this basis has to be “based on thinking in one’s native language”.  (Riga, parents, 

Grades 2-4). 

Thereto, as parents think, lately is increasing the tendency to receive higher 

education outside Latvia where you need knowledge of some other language, not 

Latvian. And there is a number of specialities and professions that cannot be 

mastered in Latvia. Therefore the argument that you should study bilingually at 

school (in Latvian and Russian languages) to be able to continue studying at higher 

education institutions, according parents’ opinion has no real grounds. Why should 

the child suffer and study bilingually if he goes to study to Russia or England? Why 

in such a case don’t they teach more English at schools?  

- I think that the basis still has to be in the language in which he has used to communicate. 
But in the higher education the child has to have a possibility to choose in what 
language to study. If he wants in English, let him go to America, wants in Russian, let 
him go to Russia. If he wants to receive his education here, he will go to a Latvian 
institute and will study in Latvian. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4)  

- If the child does not want, he does not need it in Latvian. There are different situations in 
life. One has future here, somebody else there, somebody in America. (Riga, parents, 
Grades 2-4) 

Parents consider that at higher education institutions Russian and Latvian 

students study at the same level. The respondents motivate such position with the 

fact that current graduates of Russian schools, among whom are also their children, 

have not studied according to such bilingual training method, but it did not prevent 

them from entering successfully higher education institutions and using freely the 

Latvian language not only during studies but also at work and in social life.   

- My daughter graduated school in Russian and with the red diploma graduated from 
(higher education institution), studied in a Latvian group. Learned the terms, she had the 
basis. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 
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- Study at higher education institution with Latvian kids at the same level. My relative 
studies, in a Latvian group and is the best in the group. All Latvians call him and ask for 
assistance in mathematics! He speaks Latvian, of course, not like Latvians, it is not his 
mother tongue, but he even helps them. Studies excellently, studies normally. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8-9) 

- My son studies now at a higher education institution, the first two years they studied in 
the Russian language, then they started to transfer to the Latvian language. After that in 
the third course it became more difficult for him, still he managed to get through it, and 
now he is an undergraduate and works as well. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Content differences existing between the quantitative and qualitative data 

may be explained with methodological singularities. It is important to remark that 

also in the survey parents gave an answer to the direct question, (”How do you think, 

will the gradual transition in national minority schools to the tuition in the Latvian 

language increase or decrease the possibilities of youngsters of other national 

minorities (Russians, Ukrainians, etc.) to enter Latvian higher education institutions 

with tuition in the Latvian language?”) Thus with the help of this question parents 

are made to think about the gains of bilingual education. 63% of parents gave the 

spontaneously logical answer “yes”. In their turn, the results of the qualitative study, 

thanks to the specifics of its method, testify about deeper attitudes, but at the same 

time indicate that the qualitative data are not a representative reflection of parents’ 

opinion.    

At the same time, returning back to the results of group discussions, parents 

tell about situations when Russian speaking pupils, both their own or their 

acquaintances’ children, enter a higher education institution or some vocational 

school. At the beginning of studies it is very difficult for them because of insufficient 

knowledge of the Latvian language. But after some certain period of time - several 

months or half a year – students have overcome these difficulties, mastered the 

Latvian language and successfully continue their studies.    

- Six years ago my son graduated from an institute. When he graduated a Russian school, 
knowledge of my son was very good, profound knowledge. When he went to Riga to 
study, then studies there were mostly in the Latvian language, but as his knowledge was 
profound then there were no problems. For some time there were just a few terms, but 
the basis was there. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- The child of my relatives entered a technical school immediately after Grade 8. 
Everything in the Latvian language. Yes, for the first half a year it was very difficult 
because history, physics, mathematics, everything was in the Latvian language. After 
half a year he even started to speak in the Latvian language although the Latvian 
language was on zero level. The first half a year was very difficult. (Riga, parents, 
Grades 8-9) 



Opinions of national minority pupils and their parents on the Latvian language        year 2003 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2003 48

The last situation indicates a contradiction in parents’ opinions. From one 

side, they do not support the bilingual education as a method of mastering the 

Latvian language, but from the other side they speak about positive examples when 

students, facing a situation where they are forced to study in the Latvian language, 

master the language and its usage skills. This contradiction is an evidence of the fact 

that probably parents’ dissatisfaction of bilingual education is more related to the 

way the reform is implemented and its organisational difficulties.   

Currently study participants see more the negative consequences of the 

bilingual education method thus voicing their negative position against bilingual 

education. Nevertheless, it is important to add that not always it is criticism against 

bilingual education as such but against the practice of its implementation in Latvia. 

Parents’ notions, often even conviction about the consequences of such training 

method are based on their experience as direct observers of implementation of 

bilingual education.  

What are the minuses of bilingual education from the parents’ point of 

view? Summing up the statements in all groups you may distinguish the following: 

• decreasing the level of Russian minority education; 

• lowering quality of basic (subjects)  knowledge; 

• negative impact on the knowledge of pupils’ mother tongue; 

• negative impact on pupils’ health and how they feel psychologically; 

• negative attitude toward studies and school. 

The quantitative data on parents’ opinion about the losses caused by 

bilingual education testify that more often parents see negative consequences 

concerning mastering subjects (have negative impact on mastering the content of a 

subject – 47%) and “how students feel psychologically” (influence negatively – 

41%). Not so often parents see these negative consequences concerning development 

of Russian culture in Latvia, as well as knowledge of child’s mother tongue. Still one 

third thinks that the changes taking place in national minority schools has a negative 

impact on mastering one’s native language, but 29% acknowledge that also Russian 

culture in Latvia will suffer (“Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual 

Education”, BISS, 2002). In substance, these data show the same picture what was 

observed during focus discussions, therefore the date obtained there are especially 
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valuable because they provide a deeper understanding on the opinion pupils’ parents 

hold on this issue.   

     Study participants were speaking about the negative aspects of bilingual 

training method very actively, intensive and emotionally. In addition, the above 

mentioned aspects according to parents understanding were much more important than 

the plusses of bilingual education. Less active in voicing their negative attitude were 

those parents, who had some positive experience and who saw also plusses of bilingual 

training. And it has to be remarked that it is parents from Daugavpils, who see more 

negative aspects. Riga people spoke mostly about the negative impact of bilingual 

education on pupils’ knowledge of subjects and their mother tongue, lowering of 

education level at Russian schools and indirectly pointed out to increasing tension at 

home. Daugavpils people in their turn put emphasis on both the negative impacts, 

discussed by Riga parents, and also other consequences of bilingual education – 

worsening of psychological feeling and health of students, dislike towards studies and 

school.  

Now let us turn to the specific parents’ opinions and their motivations 

concerning the negative consequences caused by bilingual education.  

 (a) decreasing of quality of Russian minority education  

Pupils’ parents express conviction that due to bilingual training the quality 

of education at Russian schools is decreasing considerably. There are parents, who 

think that this is an intentional strategy of policy makers. For several times 

respondents referred to the Soviet time education system and the high education 

quality in Russian schools comparing it to Latvian schools. Nowadays the situation is 

forming vice versa – with implementation of bilingual education at national minority 

schools the quality of education is decreasing, and on this background it is much 

higher in Latvian schools: 

- Now such a degradation of education system takes place at Russian schools. Very 
strong, it is stimulated by all officials. (..) Gradual lowering of educational standards 
takes place. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- Now everything was turned to the Latvian language! It is awful! I think that it will be 
just nightmare! I think that studies at Russian schools will decrease rapidly. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 2-4) 

- If they switch now to the Latvian language, then in Latvian schools the level will become 
higher than in Russian schools. Because Latvians will study in their mother tongue but 
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Russians will start to study not any more in their mother tongue. (Riga, parents, Grades 
8-9) 

Daugavpils parents consider that the education level at Russian schools is 

still higher than in Latvian schools. A respondent told that in the city existed an 

opinion – if you wished your child to know the Latvian language, then he had to be 

sent to a Latvian school; if parents wanted their child to acquire good knowledge of 

subjects, then he had to go to a Russian school. This conviction is strengthened by 

the behaviour of Latvian parents. Daugavpils parents voiced their surprise that part of 

Latvians sent their children to Russian schools, motivating their choice with the fact 

that in Russian schools you could obtain good knowledge: 

- (..) the child studied for two years in a Latvian school and then his mother transferred 
him to a Russian school. I asked, why did you do so? She answered me – we have 
learned the Latvian language, but now we want to obtain knowledge. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grades 2-4).  

In the context of decreasing the quality of education parents point out also 

to lowering of competitiveness of their children comparing to Latvians. As examples 

here are mentioned situations at the subject Olympiads, when pupils are not able to 

complete tasks just because they do not know some word in the Latvian language. As 

a result, according to the parents, it will be the state what suffers, because pupils will 

look for a possibility to study in their mother tongue and leave the country, and due 

to this the state will probably loose good specialists: 

- After three years my son will graduate from secondary school, will try to enter 
somewhere, and he will be far behind his Latvian peers, but now he has a very good 
level. It is a lost child, lost for me, for the society. Maybe he could do something good for 
this country, but as a result he will not because he will be forced to go to study 
somewhere far away, thus strength will leave, but maybe he was clever. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grades 8-9) 

(b) decreasing quality of the basic (subjects) knowledge  

Parents motivate their opinion on decreasing quality of education with 

worsening of children’s knowledge. This is more emphasised by the parents of 8 – 9 

grade pupils. They consider that their children have become subjects of an 

experiment, who do not receive “any normal education at all” (Riga, parents, 

Grades 8-9).  

- There is such a recession in the quality of knowledge! What a creative development of 
children!? The fact that everybody takes a big sheet of paper and goes and draws a 
mushroom on that sheet. And they call it a creative activity? Let kindergartens deal with 
this. Let me peacefully master a subject with my child in our mother tongue but the 
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knowledge of the Latvian language will come afterwards, and there will be some result, 
some sum. Otherwise there is just difference, loss. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

Parents are convinced that it is not possible to master subjects successfully 

if they are not taught in the native language. Especially Daugavpils parents stress it; 

they are persistent at pointing out to the fact that knowledge of a subject should be 

obtained only in one’s mother tongue. More it concerns the exact sciences – 

mathematics, physics, chemistry, and biology.  

- I think that the exact sciences have to be taught in one’s mother tongue, but those 
subjects what are not basic ones, manual training, singing, let them be taught in Latvian. 
Let them sing those Latvian songs, I do not care.  (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- I understand – physical training, manual training, where there is no loss of knowledge, 
these subjects may be taught in the Latvian language. (..) Excuse me, chemistry, physics, 
it is specific terminology. It is madness! (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- Exact subjects that are the basis of knowledge, that are necessary to enter somewhere, 
they are still necessary in the native language. But all those simple ones – drawing, 
sports, manual training, and what else, let they be in Latvian.  (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grades 8-9) 

A respondent told that her daughter had no problems with the Latvian 

language, but it was difficult to understand the material in the subjects taught 

bilingually. At home she used both Russian and Latvian textbooks. From Russian 

textbooks she understands the material but Latvian textbooks are necessary to 

prepare a crib for a test. Knowledge acquired in such a way is soon forgotten because 

it is simply learned by heart without understanding. As a result there is no 

knowledge; its level is decreasing, as well as pupil’s competitiveness with her peers. 

Such experience and opinions prevent parents from understanding the aims of 

bilingual education. Respondents are at a loss, why there situations happen when a 

child knows the Latvian language (receives good marks) but faces problems in 

subjects that are taught bilingually.  

Parents judge about the level of knowledge of their children when 

comparing them with children of their friends and relatives, who live in other Eastern 

European countries. Respondents think that knowledge of their children is worse, and 

the reason for this is exactly the language of instruction.  

- We have friends in Russia; there is a daughter at the same age as our eldest son. Here 
he is the best in his shift, but there he is worth of nothing. (..) If they study math, then 
math but not language. Our pupils do not understand anything, don’t know notions. 
Word-stock of our children in Russian is considerably less that of those, who study at 
Russian schools.  (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
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-  We lag behind Russia for two years at the primary school. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 
2-4) 

- We were in Byelorussia to visit relatives. My daughter says, ‘Mom, I would be an 
honours pupil here!” So everything comes upon the language. Because they evaluate not 
the knowledge of a subject but the language. Understand! For a Russian kid they 
evaluate the language as such! (..) There is a saying – like a dog, understands, but can 
not say anything! And our kids are like such small poppies! They as if understand and 
would say but are not able! (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Pupils’ parents statements about the negative influence of bilingual 

education on pupils’ level of knowledge and general education quality received at 

Russian schools has to be seen as parents’ interpretation because they are not based 

on any objective data. In addition, when speaking about the fact that the bilingual 

training method could improve pupils’ competitiveness with Latvians in the higher 

education sector, parents deny this and prove their opinion saying that so far there 

were no difficulties for Russian youngsters to enter Latvian or Western high schools. 

Namely, their knowledge is not worse. Actually parents contradict themselves. Still it 

is important to take into consideration their statements about the negative impact of 

bilingual education on pupils’ knowledge and quality of education because they 

indirectly point at parents’ negative attitude towards bilingual education.   

(c) negative impact on pupils’ knowledge of their native language   

The next bilingual education aspect, so often discussed during the focus 

groups, is its influence on the national minority school pupils’ knowledge of their 

native language. Parents are frustrated that their children have so small word-stock 

what leaves a negative influence on their process of thinking and ability to formulate 

and express their opinion. There are parents, who consider that along with worsening 

of children’s knowledge of the Russian language, they loose their emotional link 

with their children.  

- Basic subjects, basic notions about the surrounding world children have to learn in their 
native language. It develops their capability of thinking, their capability to think and 
express their thoughts logically. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- Russian children lag behind in their language development. They stop on word-stock; 
they are not able to move forwards. (..) Their word-stock is very poor both in their native 
language and in the Latvian language. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- I, as a Russian mother, do not want that Latvian language would become mostly the first 
language of my child. Because I want to keep an emotional link with my child. I am 
interested let my child learns about Russian writers, literature in his mother tongue not 
as a translation into the Latvian language. (..)  I do not want his Russian language to 
decline, but it declines with this model of training. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
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Some parents consider that suffers not only the native language but also the 

Latvian language: 

- It leads to pollution of one as well as the other language. There is real vinaigrette in 
their heads. Half of the sentence they say in Latvian, then they face some term what they 
do not know in Russian, put this word into Latvian and continue in Russian. In such a 
way they will not learn the Latvian language but will forget good, clear beautiful 
Russian language. Bilingualism, it is terrible! (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

 
The reason of all these problems parents see in using the bilingual training 

method in the process of teaching. Within the framework of the survey was clarified 

parents’ opinion whether they would agree if their children had a possibility at school 

to study their national history, culture, traditions, and native language as voluntary 

subjects. Thus the negative impact on the native language and culture would be, if 

not eliminated, then at least limited.  

Respondents’ answers show that only some part of parents would support 

introduction of such subjects in school curricula. Under the condition, that they have 

to be voluntary subjects.  

- Why not? I would be for. I do not like current textbooks. For example, history book. (..) 
They abolished 9th of May; children even do not know what the festivity it is. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8-9) 

- As optional subjects maybe yes. Knowledge never harms anybody. In general lines even 
history of Georgia would not harm them. If they know along with Latvian, Russian and 
English languages also Chinese, it will also be good. Additional knowledge does not 
disturb anybody (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

The predominating attitude towards introduction of such subjects was 

negative. Parents named several counterarguments to this idea. First of all, the 

material what pupils have to learn even now is very large, and additional subjects 

would just increase it. Secondly, parents consider that learning of the native 

language and culture is more a family responsibility. Thirdly, parents expressed their 

concern that children would be unwilling to attend these classes because they would 

see this as a requirement forced upon them. 

- It has to come from the family – language, culture and traditions. I am Byelorussian. I 
would be jealous if my child would now be taught some traditions, because I would 
think, in the case if they teach them not the way my mother taught me. Let it better be me, 
who teaches this. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- What psyche do children have? Everything that comes from school is forced upon them, 
you need it. Thus it needs to be also ousted. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Correspondingly, from one side parents complain about the negative impact 

of bilingual education on pupils’ native language and point out to it as one of 
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counterarguments to bilingual education. From the other side, when asked about a 

necessity to learn additionally the native language and culture, parents give a 

negative answer and acknowledge that internationalisation of language and culture 

(teaching and handing over to the next generations) is a family responsibility.  

Still in general you have to conclude that in the scale of negative opinions 

the argument about the negative impact of bilingual education on preservation of 

national culture is comparatively less important. It is also proved by the data of the 

survey “Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education” (BISS, 2002). One 

third of parents (34%) think that the changes taking place in national minority 

schools have a negative influence on learning the native language, but 29% 

acknowledge that development of the Russian culture in Latvia will suffer.   

 (d) negative attitude towards studies and school 

Pupils’ parents in Daugavpils consider that, with introduction of bilingual 

education at school, in their children has developed dislike towards both individual 

subjects and school in general. This opinion was expressed also in Riga, in the group 

consisting of basic school pupils’ parents. The parents say that the difficult learning 

process and inability to understand the material kill in their children wish to study; 

their motivation to attend school is falling: 

- I have a possibility to compare 4th and 12th grades. The youngest daughter has simply 
lost any interest about many subjects. (..) I ask her, “It is really not interesting for you?” 
”It would be interesting if it were in the Russian language.” And this all piles up. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- (..) the child says: “If you don’t know how to answer to this question yourself, I will not 
answer at all. I do not care. I can explain it to the teacher in Russian but she asks in 
Latvian. Then I do not want to answer.” He gets confused. Children face problems and 
start lagging behind.  (..) he wanted to study, but now he asks every morning, “Again to 
school?” (Daugavpils, Parents, Grades 2-4) 

- My child doesn’t want to go to school! He understands nothing! (..) I am afraid that soon 
the child will not go to school at all. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- The very natural science. Wonderful subject – study about the nature, environment. The 
subject that every child has to learn from early age. But it happens that they do not love 
this subject because it is so complicated for them, they do not understand anything. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

Parents’ experience shows that pupils, especially at the youngest grades, are 

not willing to attend out of class activities organised by school – celebration of 

different festivities, concerts. The reason for that is the language used during these 

events. Parents think that they use too much Latvian there, children do not 
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understand it and therefore these events become uninteresting for them; they do not 

want to be actively involved in organising them. As a result a negative attitude 

towards Latvian culture and traditions is developing in children: 

- Latvian festivities at Russian school! Martin’s Day! The child is standing, he is in 
second grade, and says, “Let’s go home, let’s go home! Teachers themselves start going 
over the top, bowing and scraping. Don’t think if it is interesting for the kid! There are 
similar small kids on the stage performing, speaking something not really understanding 
what they say. And the hall is not listening to them. That’s a festivity! Checked off!  
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- It happens that if you want to pump into the child some traditions, he will not remember 
them because it is not interesting for him. Why does he know Russian traditions? 
Because they are celebrated in his mother tongue. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

(e) negative influence on pupil’s health and how they feel psychologically  

Bilingual training method, as parents from Daugavpils acknowledge, has a 

negative influence on pupils’ health. Children have started to fall ill more frequently; 

their immunity system is weakened, and parents explain it with too much studying at 

school, insufficient rest and physical activities. One of the participants is employed 

as a school nurse, and during the discussion she shared her observations: 

- (..) I as a school nurse have observed that during last years children very often at the 
end of the day feel tired and have strong headache. They have stance problems. It 
witnesses that they spend too much time sitting, do not go for a walk in a park. They 
have no time to have a rest. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Parents of Daugavpils primary school pupils are concerned about the fact 

that bilingual studies influence how their children feel psychologically. Pupils’ life is 

“full of stresses”, very often there is tense atmosphere at school, “stress situation even to 

tears” (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4). The reason for stress, according to the parents, 

is the Latvian language knowledge of primary school pupils what is insufficient to 

start studying bilingually.  

- Imagine this tiny first grade pupil!  (..) comes a Russian kid, even from a Byelorussian 
family, gapes and starts thinking, “Oh gosh, where am I?” You should go to a class and 
see it! It is a shock! The real one! From here you have all these nerve diseases! 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

To give a better picture on this parents’ opinion, there will examined two 

situations described by discussion participants where children have faced a negative 

stress situation. Both these situations are linked to tests at school, what per se are 

causing stress but during the discussion parents wanted to emphasize that the reason 

for stress was exactly the usage of the Latvian language in the teaching process and 
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testing. It is possible that the real reason for this emotional tension was inadequate 

knowledge of the Latvian language.  

Situation No. 1. All statements are made by one person. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 
2-4) 
 
“My daughter comes home with big eyes full of fear and says, “Mammy, at the third grade 
we shall have an exam in the Latvian language. If I do not pass it, they will not transfer me 
to grade 4.” Shock for the child. “How shall I pass that exam in the third grade?”” 
 
“I go to the school and find out that there is just a combined task and plus in this work there 
are included also questions about the Latvian language, but the child is upset prematurely. 
They look with so big eyes. Will the child want to learn all this if it is so scary, deterrent?”   
 

 
Situation No 2. All statements are made by one person. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 
2 - 4) 
 
“My kids are conscientious and responsible. In spring there was a test, on my way I just 
simply dropped in the school to take them home. You should see their faces before they 
entered the classroom. It was madness! I did not recognise my child. He was white as snow! 
He was all white, eyes squared, he held the door-handle of the class, but his hand was 
shaking! He is only ten years old! He is shaking! What will happen later?”  

 
 

It is advisable to reduce negative stress situations as much as possible 

because emotional discomfort leaves a negative influence both on pupil’s attitude 

towards the Latvian language and study in general. Negativism arising both from 

cognitive and emotional difficulties may be the reason for dislike against school 

(“school phobia”). Study data show that pupils face both types of difficulties, and 

parents already now speak about manifestations of “school phobia” concerning their 

children.  

In the context of emotional discomfort parents pointed out that children lost 

their joviality, leisure time, elementary school pupils – childhood but “the most 

important – health because very often they are so nervous now”. (Daugavpils, parents, Grade 

8-9). 

For pupils, who simultaneously with the school material study also the 

second language, emotional disposition plays a very important role in successful 

mastering this language. Foreign scientists have formulated the hypothesis of so 

called emotional filter according to what “teachers have to manage let the language 

learners would not be to worried or pessimistic. (..) If a language learner is calm and 
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self-confident, work in class will be more focused and effective”3. In addition as it is 

testified by the results of the qualitative survey “Unified education system: transition 

to studies in the state language at secondary schools” (BISS, 2003) emotional state of 

mind and how pupils feel at the subjects to be mastered bilingually is one of the main 

factors that influence their attitude towards bilingual training method.  
 

                                                      
3 Beikers K. (2002). Bilingvisms un bilingvālās izglītības pamati/Tulk. I. Druviete. Rīga: Nordik.,97.lpp. 
[Baker C. Key Issues in Bilingualism and Bilingual Education./ Transl. I.Druviete. Riga: Nordik., page 
97.] 
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BILINGUAL EDUCATION AT SCHOOL: PROS AND CONS 
  

Several factors govern the attitude and the support for or protest against 

bilingual education on behalf of pupils’ parents. In the section of this study on its 

results we will summarize and analyse the factors, which create the parental support 

or lack of it concerning the bilingual education.  

When asked about whether they support the bilingual education in general, 

the opinions of parents divided into several groups.  

(1) A part of parents (it must be added that only two respondents) fully 

support the bilingual education and see no problems there. These are parents with the 

so-called positive experience: their children know Latvian well and have good 

success in basic subjects. According to the mother of the pupil, in one of the cases 

the bilingual education has reached its goal: 

- Some five years ago I was against it, just like you (shows that she is trembling). The 
workload was high and things just had started. I was really against it. Now, when my 
elder son finished school and he passed three exams in Latvian, obtaining a 10 and 
speaks very well Latvian, I understand that it was a correct transition (..) I am happy. 
We can purchase children magazines in Latvian, since there are such magazines that do 
not exist in Russian but they would like to read them. I keep saying “Daughter, we will 
not understand.” “Mom, I can translate and tell you everything” (Riga, parents, Grade 
8-9) 

- I do not feel stress as my kid is good in languages and in mathematics, physics, 
chemistry (..). My child reads Latvian newspapers and magazines, she makes progress in 
everything. (Daugavpils, parents, Grade 8-9) 

It is important to add that in both cases one of the parents in the family is of 

Latvian origin, although the language used in the family is definitely Russian. These 

respondents were more passive in the discussion on bilingual education, at the same 

time they did not conceal their positive experience. The low degree of their 

participation may be explained by the fact that the respondents discussed basically 

their negative experiences and manifested rather their negative attitudes.  

 (2) The second group is represented by parents who support a gradual 

transfer to the bilingual education. These are parents who point out that the bilingual 

education is necessary and must be supported, however only if started from the 1st 

grade and not in the middle stage of the basic school: 

- It should be implemented at some time (..) I support the bilingual education from the 1st 
grade (Riga, parents, Grade 8-9) 

- Some years will pass and when the bilingual education is gradually implemented, the 
child will be morally ready that the exams are to be taken using the Latvian language. 
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However it is a shock to get know two years before the exam that the examination 
language will be Latvian. (Riga, parents, Grade 8-9) 

- It would be normal if started from the 1st grade. This is gradual. My grandson used to 
attend a Latvian kindergarten, then he started the 1st grade at school. They learn Latvian 
from the 1st grade and he has not forgotten, seems that he has no accent. Its interesting 
to see his perception (Daugavpils, parents, Grade 8-9) 

It is common that such bilingual education pattern is supported by 8-9 grade pupil 

parents, their children having started bilingual studies a couple of years ago. If the 

bilingual education had started from the 1st grade, their children would not be 

affected by these changes and probably this is why they support such option. The 

parents of 2-4 grade children in their turn consider that it is premature to introduce 

the bilingual education form the 1st grade since the children lack a sufficient 

vocabulary of Latvian. They consider that the Latvian language should be taught 

seriously at the kindergarten or the bilingual education introduced in the senior 

grades when there is a sufficient knowledge of Latvian and the basic knowledge in 

the subjects: 

- I would agree to the bilingual education for my children just in the senior grades as the 
vocabulary formation takes place until the 9th grade. The further process is brain 
training, deepened learning and the vocabulary does not increase anymore. (Riga, 
parents, Grade 2-4) 

Such position adopted by parents leads towards a thought that they somehow support 

the bilingual education, but at the same time do not want their children to be subject 

to it. This indicates an indirect opposition “against” the bilingual education.  

(3) One part of parents do not support the bilingual education under its 

present aspect in ethnic minority schools. The objections of these parents do not 

differ as to their contents and are characterized in the section about the bilingual 

education problems and difficulties (see page 37). There are parents who do not 

support the use of two languages in one subject: 

- I do not support it. Not the form as such. If we consider one subject, music, for example, 
let it be in Latvian from the beginning, there should be no bilingualism. Let the music or 
sports be taught in Latvian from the 1st grade already. No bilingualism here because it 
brings only confusion. (..) I do not see anything good there. Either one or another. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grade 8-9) 

The attitude of parents toward the bilingual education is expressed as well 

by their opinions on transition to basically the Latvian language of instruction in the 

ethnic minority schools starting from the School Year 2004-2005. The parents of 8-9 

grade pupils were requested to express their opinion on this issue. As it can be seen 
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from the study results, their attitude is negative. The parents are concerned about 

how will their children finish school with success and obtain secondary education. 

Many among them point out that “it is not real” (Riga, parents, Grade 2-4).  

- What do we get in outcome? I am worried about what will happen tomorrow after the 9th 
grade. How will she receive education? It is complicated for her, difficult. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grade 8-9) 

- We are really worried because they will not get the education that they could have 
received. (Daugavpils, parents, Grade 8-9) 

- After three years they will not be competitive. We are really worried. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grade 8-9) 

Quantitative data of the study “Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual 

Education” (BISS, 2002) manifest that the transition to the Latvian language of 

instruction in the majority of subjects in the secondary schools from 2004 is more or 

less supported by 42 % of parents (19 % ‘fully support’, 23 % ‘rather support’), a 

half (48 %) is against such policy and 10 % of parents have no clear opinion on this 

issue. Generally parents with poor knowledge of the Latvian language are against the 

year 2004 changes. The results of the quantitative study “Language” (BISS, 1996-

2002) reflect the same correlation between the Latvian language knowledge level and 

the support for the transition of year 2004. 

One of the tasks of this qualitative study is to find out at what level the 

attitude of parents towards the bilingual education is influenced by its 

implementation practices. It can be often heard from the representatives of ethnic 

minorities that bilingual education at schools is a forced requirement. The parents 

commented this statement during the focus group discussions. These attitudes at a 

certain level manifest the general attitude of parents against bilingual education; 

therefore, summarizing the results in this issue, we have included more quotations 

from discussions for illustration purposes.  

The majority of respondents in Riga and Daugavpils agree to this 

formulation, adding that the bilingual education is forced “from above” onto pupils, 

teachers and parents. Ho do the parents argument their position? At first, the 

oppression is manifested as limitation of the freedom of choice. For several times it 

was heard from parents that the ethnic minorities do not have freedom of choice in 

the context of education reform. This, in its turn, demonstrates the formalism of the 

democracy. Very often respondents refer to the Soviet education system when there 
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was a choice between Latvian and Russian languages of instruction. It was not forced 

then to choose a language of instruction that was not one’s mother tongue.  

- My opinion is that children must have a choice as to their language of instruction. Not 
us, parents, but the children must decide. But the things have been put strictly: the 
language of instruction will be Latvian. In the 12th grade they are adult men and women, 
why must they be forced. (Riga, parents Grade 8-9) 

- We are different here. The situations are different. Our children must have rights to 
choose. In a truly democratic society there must be rights to choose. (Riga, parents, 
Grade 2-4) 

- Maybe our reaction is impulsive but it cannot be other because there is no democracy 
here. Under the totalitarian Soviet regime the Latvians had the choice as to their 
language of instruction. We do not have the right to choose. I consider that we must have 
the right to choose. If they say that the child must receive the higher education, the 
Latvian language is necessary for this, let this be decided by the parents. (Riga, parents, 
Grade 2-4)  

- There must be a choice to receive education in Latvian or Russian and not that everyone 
is put in the same cage. Let there be such and such classes at school. Maybe those who 
are more successful would attend classes with Latvian language instruction, the 
mediocrities would attend bilingual classes, a part would attend classes with Russian 
language instruction. (Daugavpils, parents, Grade 8-9) 

Although in several aspects parents speak about the freedom of choice, in 

fact under the choice they understand the option to receive education in Russian. 

Parents consider that the language of instruction at school must be the same as used 

in the family.  

The respondents justify their opinion by the fact that they are not against 

bilingual education but against its mode of implementation. According to the 

opinions of parents, the reform is violent. 

- It is a forced requirement in its present form and it is totally wrong. The bilingual 
education must start in senior grades. Until then the language of instruction must be 
Russian with a deepened education of the Latvian language and history. (Riga, parents, 
Grade 8-9) 

- In a certain measure I agree that this is a forced requirement as, in my understanding, 
there is no violence if the child has a choice. But the child cannot refuse. My husband 
laughs. The child asks “Mom, dad, how long do I have to attend the school?” “Nine 
years as minimum”, dad says. The son replies, “I have finished two years, this means 
that I have seven more to study.” Dad laughs, “He is spending the term just like in 
prison and calculates how long it remains until he is free.” (Daugavpils, parents, Grade 
2-4) 

- If I wish, I will find by myself what to read in Russian, Latvian or English. But if I am 
forced to, it is violence. (..) I mean, getting into my head, in my thoughts, in my 
conscience and reorganizing there everything according to their minds. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grade 8-9) 

- You know, the situation is the same as if the government decided that everyone has to eat 
porridge and kept saying every day “Eat it, it’s good for the health”. But I have the right 
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to choose smoked sausage even if it is not as good for the health. (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grade 8-9) 

The last quotation leads to the thought that parents are aware of the gains of 

bilingual education in the Latvian circumstances, however, they do not want to 

submit to the pressure from “above” and with their negative attitude towards such 

method of education manifest their general negative political attitude and neglect 

any strengths of the reform. 

There should be a choice to have or not to have bilingual education, because 

there are different opinions on education and future perspectives of children. The 

readiness of pupils, parents and schools for the implementation of the bilingual 

education reform is not uniform either. The opinion of parents is that politicians 

have not taken it into consideration in the present situation. Therefore there is a 

justified opinion that the bilingual education is a forced and violent requirement in 

the context of general education of ethnic minorities. The parents are not satisfied 

that they were not invited to a dialogue with the policy authors prior to the 

implementation of the reform.  

- Nobody asks if the family is ready, or is it ready for such instruction mode, as Irina, for 
instance. Not herself, not the child is ready for such a sharp transition. They are not 
interested if the school is ready or if the child is ready for such a sharp transition. (Riga, 
parents, Grade 8-9) 

- It is the same as if the child is forced to eat porridge, but he resists, although in fact he 
would like to eat. Maybe he would like rather to eat just a spoonful, then to sit down and 
talk, then another spoonful. But they want to feed all of it in five minutes. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grade 8-9) 

- There were Latvian and Russian schools in the Soviet era. Nobody forced to study, for 
example, in Russian. Those who wanted studied in Latvian. At present it is forced. 
Nobody asks us, neither parents nor pupils. They simply have to face it. This is not the 
way to do things. (Riga, parents, Grade 8-9) 

It must be added that exactly the parents of 8-9 grade were more categorical 

in this issue than the parents of 2-4 grade, where children receive bilingual education 

from the 1st grade.  

Evaluating the opinions of parents in all aspects related to the bilingual 

education, we can conclude that “pros” are governed by the understanding of the 

positive impact of bilingual education on the Latvian language knowledge of 

children and, of course, their positive experience. The “cons” are rather governed by 

the negative opinion of parents about the bilingual education implementation mode 

and are not directed against its content and goals. 
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1.2.2. THE LATVIAN LANAGUAGE: ACQUIRING, USE, MOTIVATION4 

 
 LANGUAGE ACQUIRING EXPERIENCE AND MOTIVATION  

 
 LANGUAGE USE HABITS AND SITUATIONS  

 
 LIMITATIONS CREATED BY LANGUAGE  

 
 

Education reform of national minorities and attitude toward it are 

inseparably linked with issues about the Latvian language. BISS quantitative 

research (“Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education”, 2002; 

“Language”, 1996-2002) exhibits a common tendency – the higher the level of 

knowledge of Latvian, the larger is the respondents' support to the bilingual teaching 

method and transition to teaching mainly in Latvian in national minority secondary 

schools from September 2004.  

The findings of the focus group discussions also show that those parents, 

who express large support to national minority education reform, admit that they 

know Latvian and use it willingly in both formal and informal communication. Of 

course, it shall not be looked at unequivocally. There are cases when the respondent 

masters Latvian and uses it regularly but does not support bilingual education in the 

form it is being implemented now.  

Analysis of the patterns of parent behaviour concerning acquiring of Latvian 

and habits of its use will allow to gain a deeper understanding about the parents’ 

attitude to bilingual education and about the components developing this attitude.  
 
 

LANGUAGE ACQUIRING EXPERIENCE AND MOTIVATION  
 
 

To understand the respondents’ motivation to acquire and use Latvian, 

questions characterising the history of individual language acquiring of people from 

other ethnic groups were included in the study.  

                                                      
4 In section (1.2.2.) of the findings on the Latvian language, as well as in the section on 
communication with the Latvians and assessment of ethnic relations (1.2.3., 82 p.) opinions of 
discussion participants are analysed as experience and attitudes of not only parents of national 
minority pupils, but also representatives of ethnic minorities residing in Latvia. Representatives of 
different ethnic groups – Russians, Ukrainians, Belorussians, Lithuanians – participated in group 
discussions.  
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Data of the quantitative research “Language” (BISS, 1996-2002) reveal the 

most widespread types of acquiring Latvian (respondents could give several answers 

to this question, which means that the respondent has not acquired the language only 

at school or only in language courses; he might have studied it at school, in courses, 

when communicating with friends, i.e., as a complex). Slightly above half of the 

respondents whose native language is not Latvian have learnt the official state 

language at school (55%), less often - in different everyday situations and in 

everyday communication. As the findings of the survey show, 23% of the 

respondents have acquired Latvian at work or in their study group, 23% - 

communicating with Latvian friends, 19% have learnt Latvian in everyday life, 

communicating on the street, in the shop, but 12% have acquired it in the family, 

with the relatives. 17% of non-Latvians have acquired Latvian in language courses, 

but 10% - self-studied, using textbooks, video or audiotapes, TV programmes, etc.  

In focus group discussions, when telling about how they have studied 

Latvian, respondents indicated to the same types of language acquiring. Qualitative 

methodology in this case allowed gaining wider insight into the language 

acquirement process, thus significantly supplementing the findings of the 

quantitative research. Respondents gave answers to such questions as – when did 

they begin to learn the language?; where and how did it happen?; who taught them 

Latvian?; why did they learn Latvian?  

The summary report of the findings will exhibit and single out (put in a 

frame) several situations that sketch and allow following the experience of a 

particular person (non-Latvian) when acquiring Latvian. Based on these situations it 

is possible to distinguish factors that are on the basis of language acquiring 

motivation of the respondents.  

Most of the discussion participants have gained their first experience with 

acquiring Latvian during Soviet times learning Latvian as a subject at school. 

Respondents’ experience at school is different – it is also reflected in the chosen 

situations. Situation No.1 reveals the positive experience when the knowledge of 

Latvian acquired exactly at school and later at the university is the basis on which the 

further acquiring of Latvian lays. 
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Situation No.1. All statements belong to one person (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4)  
 
“I learnt in Liepaja, not in Riga, in a province, ten years ago. I learnt at one school, then at 
another, I cannot say that we would have had a bad attitude to Latvian at school. Just a 
small nuance – when I just started to learn, children of military people did not study Latvian, 
they were allowed to do it.”  

“Those who wanted learnt Latvian at school.” 

“Latvian was taught at a very good level in the Institute.” 

Summarising the responses, it has to be stated that negative experience 

dominates. An opinion that the reason for several difficulties related to insufficient 

knowledge of Latvian (need for the language knowledge at work, in the 

naturalisation process, in formal communication in the public area) which have 

become more actual in the 90s after the Republic of Latvia regained its 

independence, has to be searched for exactly in the style and methods of teaching the 

language in a soviet school is typical among the discussion participants:  

- The reason is that our generation, who lived in socialist republics in soviet times, learnt 
the national language insufficiently because we were the soviet nation and our common 
language was Russian. And more attention was paid to acquiring Russian because it was 
the language for international communication. Latvian was not taught well enough in 
Russian schools. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Stories of several respondents, especially in Daugavpils, about acquiring Latvian at 

school reveal that the language was taught carelessly, teachers expressed not 

interested attitude to their work, and pupils’ evaluation in Latvian did not correspond 

to their real knowledge:  

- (..) when finishing school, I had a five in Latvian on my grade report. Then I studied in 
Liepaja and arriving there I was ashamed to say that I had a five in Latvian. I was so 
afraid that I did not understand what I was asked. I lied. Said that I had a four, that it 
was a mistake in the grade report. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- I also learnt at school, I have a five in the grade report. I will tell you how we received 
fives in the grade report. We had a teacher of Latvian who simply loved poetry. (..) We 
learnt a poem, received a five, besides (..) not even thinking about the meaning of the 
poem. Simply learnt the verse, the memory was good. (..) As a result in half a year we 
learnt about 14 or 15 poems. (..) Because of the poems, the final mark for the year, of 
course, was a five (..) but then time came when everybody had to get a category. I had to 
go to courses. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

 

These cases are not distinguished as separate situations because for many discussion 

participants' stories about history began in the form it is revealed in the above quoted 

sentences.  
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Respondents’ story about ineffective language acquiring at school allows to 

evaluate the findings of the quantitative research “Language” (BISS, 1996-2002) 

from a new perspective that shows that school is a very significant stage in language 

acquiring. In the age group 35 – 54 that corresponds to the pupils’ parents’ age in 

focus group discussions, 54% of the interviewed non-Latvians give the response ‘I 

acquired Latvian at school’. At the same time, discussion findings show how the 

language was taught and acquired. Therefore, maybe, in this age group other types of 

language learning (everyday communication, language courses) serve more, although 

the first language learning experience has been at school and therefore people 

mention this answer most often in the survey.  

For many respondents the story continues with the statement that when the 

status of Latvian strengthened in the country, they went to Latvian language courses 

because they had a need to gain a certain category of the knowledge of Latvian to be 

employed or less often – to get the citizenship of Latvia. In this case also 

respondents’ experience differs – there are people who are satisfied with the courses 

they have attended and who evaluate the contribution of the courses (Situation No.2), 

but there are also such people who have negative emotional tension related to 

attending courses. The reason for it is most likely the final exam in the courses to get 

the category of the language knowledge, not the study process itself (Situation No.3).  

Situation No.2. All statements belong to one person (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
 
“I got the second [category] already back in 94 [1994] because the language was necessary. 
I knew that it went better at work with two languages, at least to have that certificate. Thanks 
to the first courses I received some understanding of grammar. After eight years of learning 
at school I knew nothing. The level of teaching was awful.” 

“I was unemployed in 99 [ 1999], learnt in the courses – office administrator, the courses, 
thanks God, were in Latvian. (..) As it was the language environment four hours a day, after 
the courses, in a month, I took the exam of the highest category (..). (..) if you have learnt, 
the exam for the category can be passed without any problems.”  
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Situation No.3. All statements belong to one person.(Daugavpils, parents,Grades 8-9)  
 
“We learnt Latvian at school. I have a five on the grade report for Latvian in grade 10, in 
Russian – a three. (..) Afterwards only the courses for the category. Terrible fear! Terrible 
stress! When I was taking the test for the second category, I could not sleep for a  month, I 
dreamt I had failed. When I had passed it, I was trembling all over. (..) Then I went to 
courses, I was advised on a very good teacher and when I went to her, I tried to speak as I 
wished for the first time. She is a wonderful person! She was the first who took away the 
[language] barrier!  

“(..)I needed [Latvian language category] at work. I am not a citizen, I also had to go 
through the naturalisation process. (..) I knew I had mistakes when speaking. (..) I mixed 
words, endings, therefore I still first have to make the sentences in my head, only then I 
speak.”  

Some respondents are certain that Latvian language courses are not effective – one 

cannot learn the language in them. Both in Riga and Daugavpils there were 

respondents who consider that the currently available Latvian language courses for 

adults prepare their students for certain tests (language attestation exam, 

naturalization exam), but are not meant for acquiring conversational language. Thus 

the knowledge gained in courses cannot be applied in everyday life:  

- What’s the use of those Latvian language courses? None! I have been there twice! And I 
still do not know Latvian, like it was before! Courses practically give nothing! (..) I was 
sitting there for three weeks. I was sitting at home, cramming – about fashion, weather, 
some texts. Learnt, went and passed the test. I did not need that category, I did not go to 
take the test. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- Courses were purposeful to get the category. If you need the first category, go to the first 
– about family, about children. If you need the second – a bit wider. But to learn the 
language, courses do not give that. Can one learn a language over two months? 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

The next Latvian language acquiring experience group includes those cases 

when the language has been acquired at work (Situation No.4). Respondents’, who 

have acquired Latvian at work, experience is positive. They emphasise that exactly 

the opportunity to use the language regularly – speak, listen, write or read – helped to 

learn Latvian, as well as developed skills for themselves to use it. 

Situation No.4 allows to distinguish two very important aspects of acquiring 

Latvian, the other survey participants also talked about. First, language use 

environment (this aspect is analysed in more detail in section “Habits and situations 

of language use”); second, live communication in Latvian in situations related to 

work. For example, sometimes there are situations when language acquiring is 

facilitated not by colleagues, i.e., communication at work, but by direct contact with 
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the clients. Several discussion participants admitted that communication with Latvian 

colleagues has allowed them to overcome the psychological barrier of language 

usage:   

- I learnt in a Russian school in Latgale. (..) I came to Riga, seems for about three years I 
understood everything but I was ashamed to speak. (..) I worked as a forwarder, there 
was a stevedore, Latvian. I say to hi: ”I will speak Latvian with you, if I say something 
wrong, you correct me.” I knew Latvian. I began to talk to the stevedore, and then the 
barrier disappeared. Now I have no problems. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- It seems to me that people acquire the language more in communication. I began to 
learn Latvian because I need it at work. I contacted people, I had to talk to them, 
therefore I know conversational Latvian, I speak..” (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

 

Situation No.4. All statements belong to one person (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 
 
“I myself learnt at a Russian – Latvian school, we constantly lacked a teacher of Latvian (..) 
in grades 9, 10 we had a teacher, a 70 or 80 years old woman. She had worked in bourgeois 
Latvia and had not earned a pension for herself. Pupils (..) did not respect her as a teacher, 
similarly they did not respect Latvian.” 

“I did not do very well at school. It was around 74 [1974] when I finished school. But the 
environment [is important]! Broadcasts should be watched. (..) Latvian colleagues, they 
brought newspapers, I read. Difficult, of course, but exactly the environment, the 
environment.” 

“In soviet times I worked in a Latvian team and I dreamt in Latvian. Difficult. (..) A big 
worker body and everybody spoke Latvian. Everybody said: “You live in Latvia, you have to 
know Latvian!” It was some kind of madness! I was walking on the walls. They said: “Ask, 
we will translate for you but we will not speak Russian because of you alone.” Those were 
strict rules and now it is paying back.”  
“When I worked among Latvians, that constant correct Latvian, although I spoke little, I 
spoke in correct Latvian but now an accent appears, incorrect pronunciation, incorrect 
sentence constructions. Because I do not have the environment. I moved to a Russian 
company.”  

 

As the stories of respondents show, an important role in acquiring Latvian is 

played by communication to friends, acquaintances, relatives and neighbours – 

Latvians (Situation No.5). However it has to be added that in informal 

communication Russian is preferred (this issue is analysed in more detail in section 

1.2.3. “Daily interaction with Latvians: psychological singularities of choosing the 

language”, 82 p.).  



Opinions of national minority pupils and their parents on the Latvian language year 2003 

© Baltic Institute of Social Sciences, 2003 70

Situation No.5. All statements belong to one person.(Daugavpils, parents,Grades 8-9)   
 
“I did not learn Latvian either, I did not know it. My first knowledge is together with my son 
when in the primary school I had to check his homework. I knew the letters, recognised 
words and could check by heart. That's  how it all ended. When I needed [Latvian]  for work, 
I went to courses. And my neighbours are fantastic.” 

“When I had to pass the category, my neighbours or friends who live below my flat, as we 
say, Latvians, a Latvian family. The man was preparing me a lot for this exam! I was taking 
the third category! He sat with me four, five hours a day!” 

 Among focus group participants there were also such people who had learnt 

Latvian by self-studies or in individual classes with a private tutor. As the chosen 

situation proves (Situations No.6 and No.7), in these cases also the reason for 

acquiring the language was the need to receive the language knowledge category.   

Situation No.6. All statements belong to one person.(Daugavpils, parents,Grades 2-4) 
 
“I did not learn Latvian at school. I finished school without Latvian. My father was  a 
military man. I learnt Latvian in two years through individual teaching. This teaching cost 
me 80 Lats per year, 160 Lats in two years.”  

“Then I went to courses because I had to know the language at work. Before that I had to 
pass for the category, afterwards - for the citizenship. (..) Now I have the third category, 
citizenship of Latvia. I have basic conversational skills, grammar probably has not been 
acquired yet.” 

 

Situation No.7. All statements belong to one person.(Daugavpils, parents,Grades 2-4) 
 
“In the school I finished I got only 10% knowledge. And again – depends on what kind of 
teacher you have. There is a teacher who will only speak nice and will not require anything. 
I myself did the self-studies! Understand, SELF-STUDIES! For both to get the citizenship 
and to be allowed to work at school. I had my own dictionary to be introduced at home. I 
know that method works. If not for 100%, then for 90% definitely!”  

 

The described situations allow to put forward several conclusions. First, it is 

characteristic that people of different ethnic groups have acquired Latvian mainly in 

two stages that correspond to different time periods – during the years of soviet rule 

and after Latvia regained its independence. There is usually an interruption between 

these stages, which has negatively influenced the language knowledge, which in 

many cases already initially was very poor. Second, the formal and natural language 

acquiring environment can be distinguished. If in the first period language learning in 

the formal environment – school – dominates, then in the second period the formal 

and natural language acquirement interchange and sometimes even merge. Third, as 
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respondents themselves emphasise, language acquiring is mostly facilitated by direct 

communication in Latvian, irrespective of the environment.  

Assessing the respondents’ stories about their individual course of language 

acquiring, we can conclude that the so-called instrumental or usefulness motivation 

is on its basis. It is made by utilitarian motifs – not to lose the job, to increase one’s 

opportunities in the job market, to pass a certain level of the category of language 

knowledge, to receive the citizenship of Latvia, as well as to help children at school 

and with one’s own example to motivate children to learn Latvian.  

Irrespective of the discussed question, during the discussion from time to 

time respondents expressed a conviction that living in Latvia one must know Latvian. 

This argument also determines the motivation to learn Latvian for part of the study 

participants but, as the action and stories about acquiring of the language among the 

people of other ethnic groups indicate, it is often subordinated to instrumental motifs. 

Quantitative data (“Language”, BISS, 1996-2002) show that 84% of the respondents 

whose native language is not Latvian consider that inhabitants of Latvia should know 

Latvian (among Latvians this indicator is 96%).  

 

The continuation will analyse the opinion of those respondents who do not 

know Latvian. All of them have once learnt the language at school but the history of 

the language acquiring lacks one or another of the above-mentioned language 

learning periods. A part of respondents have not learnt Latvian in soviet times 

because they did not have to as they were children of the military or because they 

entered Latvian already after they had finished school. These people have learnt 

Latvian for a short period in the last ten years but have not achieved the desired 

results:  

- When we arrived here, I am not a child of the military, but still, as I had missed 
[learning Latvian at school], evidently the law was such that I got considered as a child 
of the military. When after grade 8 I went to a technical college, I went to the school to 
get a certificate that I had fallen behind and similarly I did not learn [Latvian] in the 
college according to the programme for grades 9 and 10 but followed the same 
programme of grade 2 and so on.  Nobody required me anything, I was crossed out of 
the lists where I  had to receive a mark, nothing was given. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- For example, I did not learn at school. How can I know it well? Only the everyday level! 
I know what I need for work, highly specific, but nothing else. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-
9) 
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Another part of people of other ethnic groups has learnt Latvian in soviet 

schools but now they have lost this knowledge. Both groups do not feel necessity for 

Latvian. Reasons are different and depend on each particular situation – lack of 

Latvian language environment, which is especially typical for respondents from 

Daugavpils, lack of time and money. Some women have no need to work because the 

husband can support the family, thus there is no need for the knowledge of Latvian:  

- Those are not my problems, if I need it, I will go and learn, but now I don’t need that 
language because I am sitting at home, I go to a shop, I speak Russian, family speaks in 
Russian. If I need it, I will go to learn, I will go to courses. (..) I would gladly go to 
courses, just for myself and to help the children. I do not have a need to run to work 
tomorrow because my husband earns enough.  (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- I lack the Latvian environment a lot. I would like for half a day, part-time in a Latvian 
company, such a good, open company, I would be glad to communicate. I lack the 
environment. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- I have absolutely no experience in speaking Latvian, because, first, I came here late 
enough, learnt at a Russian school, Russian group in the technical college, later in the 
institute, at work I had only Russians, my work is connected with Russia. Second, I have 
absolutely no time to learn the language. (..) I have had only one case in my life when I 
learnt the language. I learnt according to grade 2 textbook and also in the college. 
(Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

What concerns the argument about the lack of Latvian environment, 

respondents expressed lack of understanding about the liquidation of the so-called 

two-stream schools at the beginning of the 90s. Discussion participants consider that 

it has negatively influenced the opportunities of communication between Latvian and 

Russian speaking children because school, to their mind, often was and still is the 

only place where Russian children could use Latvian. 

Part of the respondents, who do not know Latvian or know it poorly, admit 

that they would be glad to learn Latvian if only they had an opportunity to do it for 

free, in fact, they consider availability of such a service self-evident and express 

indignation that such an opportunity is not offered to people of other ethnic groups:  

- If the courses had been for free, why not go to them? (..) I would gladly go to such 
courses! (..) I would not refuse from the basis of Latvian. I consider that I live in 
Latvia, that I have to know Latvian. It is my native town. I was born here, my parents 
were born here. I personally believe that we have to know it [the language]! But how 
can I learn it? How? (..) if I have to pay mad money for the courses and you don’t 
know whether you will learn the language in a month or not? Go there and worry 
whether I will justify that money or not? (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- Courses are expensive. I heard that there are free of charge, I want to search for but 
there are long queues. I would gladly go to courses but to free of charge ones because 
financially I cannot afford to pay even 10 or 20 Lats. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
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Although the reasons given by the respondents for why they do not learn 

Latvian are different, they all can be reduced to self-sufficiency of Russian which is 

one of the main reasons of the lack of motivation in people of other ethnic groups to 

learn Latvian.  

When analysing statements of discussion participants about the questions of 

experience and motivation of acquiring Latvian, another important aspect singles out 

that influences the action of Russian speaking population in the context of language 

acquiring. This aspect could be called the “imposed” status of the Latvian language. 

It has a twofold impact. On the one hand, it corresponds to instrumental motivation 

of language acquiring when people of other ethnic groups learn Latvian because they 

are forced by the situation:  

- (..) if I were not forced, I would not learn because I am absolutely happy also without 
Latvian. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9). 

- I want to eat! But I will not get food without Latvian! What else? But otherwise I 
would probably not learn [Latvian]. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

On the other hand, it strictly psychologically negatively reflects to the motivation to 

acquire the language. It can best be explained by the statements of the respondents 

themselves (it has to be added that speaking about this issue, respondents usually 

raised the tone of their voice, thus expressing dissatisfaction and indignation): 

- When I came here, I don’t know why I had such a great desire to learn Latvian. (..) 
But now I DON’T WANT it! I would not do it even if cudgelled! If I had nothing to eat, 
maybe I would go to learn because of that. But I will not go to learn just for myself. I 
have no desire to learn. Therefore we have such an unhealthy atmosphere in society 
now. (..) simply get tensed because it is imposed. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- They impose, impose by force. 
- How who? The country! The government! You will not be loved if forced! (Riga, 

parents, Grades 8-9) 
- Now we are forced, we have the duty to speak in it [Latvian], we have the duty to write 

in it, we have the duty to think in it. Sorry, I think in whatever language I want! And 
my children too! They get that negative attitude to the language! (Riga, parents, 
Grades 8-9) 

- Why do children learn English with such a great desire but treat Latvian with such 
unwillingness and negativism? It is pressure! Understand, it is to a sickly feeling 
already! One cannot impose the language so much! CANNOT! You cannot push the 
language in front all the time (..). (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- A question arises where we get such a negative attitude to Latvian. (..) we ourselves 
now while our children are little and not because we want so, but unwillingly, we 
input that negative attitude. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 
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Theoreticians of language education admit that motivation of language 

acquiring and attitude to the second language (which is Latvian in this context) are 

“the main ingredients in a recipe”.5 These are the main factors determining the 

effectiveness of language acquirement. In the above quoted statements respondents 

openly admit that their attitude to Latvian is negative, in addition it develops similar 

also in their children. Although linguistic attitudes initially develop in the family, 

they can change when the individual enters the macro-environment; therefore it is 

very important to facilitate positive attitudes to the development enforcement of 

Latvian. It in turn will positively influence the language acquiring process among the 

young generation and implementation of bilingual education in schools. Indicators of 

the quantitative research (“Language”, BISS, 1996-2002) show that negative attitude 

to speaking in Latvian gradually decreases – in the survey of 2002 such an opinion is 

expressed by 10% of the respondents whose native language is not Latvian.  

 

Investigation of the motivation to acquire Latvian in this survey was 

connected not only with the language learning experience but also with such issues 

as communication with Latvians, language choice, habits of language use and the 

environment which are discussed in more detail and analysed in other sections of the 

summary of the findings.  

 
LANGUAGE USE HABITS AND SITUATIONS  

 
Data gained from the quantitative survey “Language” (BISS, 1996-2002) 

characterise the habits of non-Latvians concerning the use of Latvian at work, at 

home, with friends, acquaintances, as well as in the street, in a  shop. The findings of 

this survey prove that gradually the use of Latvian increases at work (from 9% in 

1996 to 26% at the end of 2002), but an opposite tendency can be observed among 

friends – since 1996 the part of Russian speaking respondents who ‘mainly’ or ‘in 

most cases’ speak Latvian with friends has gradually decreased (from 23% in 1996 to 

8% at the end of 2002).  

                                                      
5 Beikers K. (2002). Bilingvisms un bilingvālās izglītības pamati/Tulk. I. Druviete. Rīga: 
Nordik., 90.lpp. [Baker C. Key Issues in Bilingualism and Bilingual Education./ Transl. 
I.Druviete. Riga: Nordik., page 90.] 
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In this qualitative research the following questions characterise the habits of 

using Latvian among people of other ethnic groups: how often and where do people 

speak Latvian?; in what places is Latvian necessary?; in what places is Latvian not 

necessary?  

Findings of focus groups indicate that habits of language use are closely 

related to the language environment depending both on the type of the environment 

(formal or informal) and the cultural environment (Latvian or Russian environment). 

In addition, these environment types can also be subdivided according to the type of 

communication (in the formal environment there could be informal communication, 

for example, conversation with a colleague about an everyday issue).   

Mainly people of other ethnic groups use Latvian in the formal environment 

– different state agencies, at workplace. More seldom they speak Latvian in the 

informal environment in public places – on the street, in a shop, in public transport. 

In the informal environment in private space (at home, when visiting somebody) 

respondents use Russian in most cases. In some cases discussion participants use 

mass media in Latvian every day:  

- I watch [television] broadcasts in Latvian. I like TV5, there are very interesting 
broadcasts, problem issues that sometimes even in Russian are not. (..) sometimes (..) 
it is also very interesting to watch “Panorama”. They show everything so broadly, 
invite to the studio, discussions.  (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

Evaluating the findings about the use of the language, it is evident that the 

frequency of the use of the language to large extent is determined by the ethnic 

aspect of the environment, i.e., people of what nationality dominate in it – Latvians 

or Russians and people of other ethnic groups. It is especially characteristic to 

workplace. Those respondents who need Latvian at work (Latvian employees, 

documentation in Latvian, everyday communication with customers) use the 

language regularly - every day. But those discussion participants who do not work or 

who do not need Latvian at work (Russian speaking employees, work is not related 

with documentation, etc.) use the language rarely or never.  

- (..) depends on work. Previously I worked in the municipality, where everybody spoke 
Latvian but now I have started to forget Latvian. Now we mainly have Russians at 
work, therefore I speak Russian all the time. (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- I constantly speak because it is the specifics of the job. Arrive, if the man speaks 
Russian, I speak Russian, if the man speaks Latvian, I speak Latvian. (Riga, parents, 
Grades 8 – 9) 
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- Very seldom [speak Latvian], because I communicate only with Russian speaking 
people, i.e., my friends, relatives. At work as well there is only one Latvian among us, 
in addition she works as a confectioner, whereas I am a cook and we meet very 
seldom. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

The cultural environment in which the language is used significantly 

influences habits of the language use. For example, in Daugavpils, where the 

environment is very Russian, people speak Latvian less than Russian in both formal 

and informal environment. Whereas in Kuldiga, as respondents admit, Russian is 

almost never used.  

- Go to all those districts – Kuldiga, Talsi, that part. Previously they hardly knew any 
Russian, now nobody speaks Russian there at all. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- In Daugavpils there is probably no place where one could not do without Latvian. (..) 
Here everywhere Russian is understood. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- Our city simply is Russian. When we go to another city, I have to go to different 
competitions, concerts because of my profession. Last time we were in Tukums, took 
children there. There everything is completely in Latvian. And there you automatically 
switch to Latvian, no problems. Here in our city simply Latvian has no application as 
it is maybe desired by the government so that everybody began to speak it. It is 
impossible! (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

To get a complete understanding about the habits of people of other ethnic 

groups concerning the use of the language and to explain why the informal use of 

Latvian decreases, as it is revealed by the findings of the survey “Language” (BISS, 

1996-2002), the analyses of language choice (see section “Daily interaction with 

Latvians: psychological singularities of choosing the language”, 82 p.) and situations 

of the use of Latvian have been performed.  

 
Further down several situations of language use as described by discussion 

participants and emotions related with them are described.  

Experience with the use of Latvian told by a parent of a pupil from 

Daugavpils basic school, which to large extent characterises the situation with 

Latvian in Daugavpils has been chosen as the first situation (Situation No.1): 

inhabitants of Daugavpils are so used to Russian in their everyday life that when 

approached in Latvian, they even feel embarrassed. The experience described in the 

situation is one of the examples that those who have acquired the language and use it 

feel satisfaction and joy about their language knowledge. 
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Situation No.1. All statements belong to one person.(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 
 
“I entered a bank and suddenly she began speaking Latvian with me (usually I was 
approached in Russian). I almost had a shock. I stared at her and said: “Please, say it once 
more”. She repeated everything once more and then I replied to her in Latvian. [..] When 
you are approached in Latvian, you experience such a perplexity at that moment that you 
don’t understand what language is being used! We are so used to Russian.”  
 
“But in one place when I spoke I received a question: “Latvian. Is it your native language?” 
I say: “No, it’s not my native language”. I was so proud of myself! Finally I  have been 
considered a Latvian! A real one! [..] The fact that somebody considered me to be a Latvian 
gave such a conviction that I could. That I can go up to people and speak.”  
 

Further more attention is paid to different conflict situations related to the 

use of the language or to situations that in the context of the survey should be 

evaluated as negative experience. For example, in Situation No.2 several very 

important aspects that do not motivate can be observed, but – on the opposite – 

prevent the particular man to use Latvian in conversions: 

1) Although a person is from a mixed family in which Latvians use Latvian 

among themselves, they refuse to use Latvian with the particular man of Russian 

nationality; 

2) On the one hand, this Russian feels honoured that he is respected so 

much that others change the language (Latvians who do this are characterised as 

intelligent people adding positive colouring to this word), on the other hand, he is 

dissatisfied that he has no opportunities to improve his Latvian;  

3)  As among the relatives – Latvians - his attempts to speak Latvian have 

been disapproved, he has no desire to try to speak Latvian with Latvians anymore.  

Situations No.3 and No.4, which have been depicted here, are related to a 

conflict when using the language. In Situation No.3 two different positions of 

Latvians concerning problems of a Russian or people of other ethnic groups related 

to filling in documents are revealed: a clerk demonstrated insensitive and unkind 

attitude but another visitor of the agency, a Latvian, offered his help.  
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Situation No.2. All statements belong to one person (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
 
“My husband is a Latvian, his parents are Latvians, we all live together, but they are 
intelligent people and never speak Latvian at my presence. Children neither have got used to 
speaking Latvian at home.”  
 
“My husband has a large family, four sisters, mother-in-law, all Latvians. And for holidays 
around 20-30 people get together, I am the only Russian from Siberia. I sit down – 
everything is only in Russian - anecdotes, stories-, when I leave, they switch to Latvian 
again. They do not stop talking at my presence, they continue the same topic, only switch to 
Russian right away. I consider this to be intelligence, they all are mainly teachers.”  
 
“I so wanted to speak Latvian, I tried. Children laugh at me, if there is an incorrect word but 
my husband gets angry when I speak incorrectly.  
Previously I liked to read newspapers, translated something, further – guessed. I as if got cut 
[by the remark about incorrect Latvian], now I am ashamed. If I go somewhere officially, 
then – with my husband and children. They write very well.”  
 
Situation No.3. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
  
“ – I needed to write an application, I asked to explain how to write it. No, I was told, it is 
your business, you need the money, you will write.  
 - Yes, especially if it is related to money.  
- A woman came and said if you did not understand something, tell me and I would translate. 
I would help you write it, put the lengthening marks. But I felt uncomfortable – you need 
money, write yourself, translate with the help of the dictionary or what.”  

 
Situation No.4 is similar, only there is a person for whom Latvian is not a native 

language but who masters Latvian without any problems and is ready to switch to it 

in the conversation, therefore the situation does not lead to an open conflict.  

Situation No.4. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

  
“I cannot do without Latvian if a man does not understand Russian or does not want to 
speak it. There are such cases, though very seldom. In everyday life, in a shop it happens to 
forget it and speak in Russian. It happens I start speaking Russian. “Mne čašku kofe”, then if 
you hear: “Pardon?”, or something similar, I automatically switch to Latvian, and that's it – 
everybody is satisfied and happy.”  
 

What refers to clerks, group discussion participants’ experience was 

different. One respondent even considered that “in general, clerks are very polite, very 

responsive” (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4). Evidently this respondent had only faced 

with client-oriented clerks, whereas others considered that clerks are very unkind to 

those who do not master Latvian:  

- When you don’t understand something, you go up to ask, there is a  word you cannot 
write, you ask to translate and you receive such a fury in response. (many agree) 
(Riga, parents, Grades 2-4).  
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Speaking about everyday conflicts related to language use, all groups 

emphasised that “everything depends on people”, but one respondent told about his 

observation that Russian people sometimes are even more active to point out that 

Latvian should be spoken in Latvia than Latvians:  

- I worked in trade, we noticed that most often Russians point out as to what concerns 
Latvian. A Latvian, if you say to him “please” in Russian, if they do not want to speak 
Russian with you, they will continue the conversation in Latvian. But Russians, 
especially older women above 40, in most cases will definitely reproach you: “You 
live in Latvia ...”. The Latvians themselves will never reproach you, very seldom. 
Mainly the Russians. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4). 

 

As to language use, parents emphasised that youngsters acquire Latvian 

more easily and they do not have difficulties to switch from one language to another; 

therefore the parents consider that along with the change of generations problems of 

the knowledge and use of Latvian will significantly decrease. 

- It still depends on the generation. It is approximately our generation who has this 
transition, break. The next generation is different. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4)  

- I walk along the city, see that young people switch from one language to another 
without any problems now. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4)   

- When we lived in the centre -  Avotu Street where mainly Latvian families live, [..] my 
children did not understand what those other Latvian children said and the others did 
not understand what my children were saying. They used gestures to communicate, it 
took some three months and mine spoke Latvian as well as they spoke Russian. 
Nobody taught them, at the beginning somehow with symbols – where we will go, 
where, what, but then communicated very nicely. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4)  

- My child, eighth grader, contacts Latvians in Latvian. Some boys speak to him in 
Russian. Some speak in Latvian. Well, he will learn the language sooner. I say:  
“Maxim, speak Latvian more often, at least what you already understand”. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 2 – 4) 

In general, the described situations serve as an illustration to attitudes 

towards language choice when communicating with Latvians described in the 

following section of the survey (see “Daily interaction with Latvians: psychological 

singularities of choosing the language”, 82 p.). It has to be concluded that problems 

concerning the use of language in everyday life exist because expectations 

concerning language choice among both Latvians and Russians are contradictory. 

Desire of both parties Latvians and Russians to maintain communication shall be 

mentioned as a positive feature, as well as the positive, responsive attitude to 

communication both in Latvian and Russian because conflict situations basically 

were interpreted as separate cases.  
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LIMITATIONS CREATED BY LANGUAGE  

 

Alongside with the strengthening of the position of Latvian in state power 

and management agencies, municipalities, society information, areas of culture and 

education,6 people of other ethnic groups more and more need appropriate 

knowledge of Latvian. In the quantitative survey “Language” (BISS, 1996-2002) 

43% respondents whose native language is not Latvian have assessed their 

knowledge of Latvian as ‘completely or rather sufficient’ to deal with everyday 

issues and perform work responsibilities. 55% of the Russian speaking survey 

participants evaluate their knowledge of Latvian as ‘very insufficient’ or ‘rather 

insufficient’. Insufficient knowledge of the language is on the basis for several 

potential limitations. Results of focus group discussions also show it.  

 Respondents’ statements about the limitations created by the knowledge of 

Latvian are mainly related to work. That is, to find a job, knowledge of Latvian is 

necessary:  

- How can you get a job if you don’t know Latvian? No way! (Riga, parents, Grades 8-9) 

- I still have language limitations because I will not get a job without the language. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

There are cases when the need to know language is only a  formal 

requirement of the employer – in reality mainly Russian is used at work:  

- To get a job [you need Latvian]! In fact, everywhere anyway everybody communicates in 
Russian! And at work as well everybody communicates in Russian. (Daugavpils, parents, 
grade 2-4) 

Knowledge of Latvian creates an opportunity both to get a more qualified 

and prestigious job, about which one can also receive a better salary, and to move 

along the career ladder. There are areas of employment where it is impossible to 

work without the knowledge of Latvian, for example, state agencies.  

- I can get a job in the market. There the owner says: “I don’t care how you speak. The 
main thing is that you can deal with the customers.” But if you want to get some more 
prestigious, cleaner job, you need the language. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- But to get a good crust, a good place, of course, you will have to go to courses. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2-4)  

                                                      
6 Druviete I., Latvijas sociolingvistiskās situācjas monitorings, LU latviešu valodas institūts, 
2001. [Druviete I., Monitoring of Socio-Linguistic Situation in Latvia, LU Latvian Language 
Institute, 2001.] 
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Not knowing Latvian is an important obstacle to receive the citizenship of 

Latvia, whereas the lack of the status of a citizen is a basis for a number of other 

problems. Respondents’ answers show that the Latvian language often is a synonym 

for the word ‘citizen’:  

- (..) language, it means a citizen. To receive citizenship, one has to know the language. If we 
do not know the language, we are not citizens (..). we do not have the rights to vote, we do 
not have the right to property. That's where all our misfortunes come from. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grades 2-4) 

Respondents have felt limitations also in education. First, they perceive the 

fact that they cannot help their children in the studies as a limitation:  

- As to the school – limitations, I feel them a lot. (..) At school there are many situations 
when you do not understand anything.; especially if you have to explain to your child. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 2-4) 

Second, because of the knowledge of Latvian, people of other ethnic groups are 

denied opportunities to get a higher level of education, for example study in a master 

programme, as well as raise their qualification in different professional courses:  

- I was offered accounting courses, (..) they said my order in the queue had come, (..), 
but courses are only in Latvian. I say: “OK, I’ll try.” I am asked: "Can you speak 
Latvian?” I say: “In any case, I have the second category, I’ll try.” I am told: “It will 
be difficult for you there, you won’t be able to follow.” That is, the course will give 
you nothing if you do not know Latvian. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 

- (..) what refers to continuing education, for example, master programme. (..) It all is 
connected with teachers’ attestation. Of course, it is a question about the knowledge 
of Latvian at once, because it is only in Latvian, of course. (..) In general, I am a very 
determined and impulsive person. But I don’t have enough base to move further, to 
realise myself and my opportunities. (..) it [Latvian], of course, is an obstacle. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8-9) 

There are respondents who perceive as a limitation the fact that they cannot 

use mass media in Latvian – read Latvian press, watch news in Latvian. The 

possibility to read only Russian press, according to some respondents, denies them 

an opportunity to get a complete picture on different events in the country. 

Some respondents face limitations in everyday life because of Latvian, for 

example, one respondent admitted that sometimes it is difficult for her to understand 

the Latvian information sent from the house-manager’s office. Others face problems 

when dealing with different documents in state agencies.  
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1.2.3. INTERACTION WITH LATVIANS AND EVALUATION OF ETHNIC RELATIONS 
 

 DAILY INTERACTION WITH LATVIANS: PSYCHOLOGICAL SINGULARITIES OF CHOOSING THE 
LANGUAGE 

 
 DESCRIPTION OF THE INTERETHNIC RELATIONS. COMPARISON: BEFORE AND NOW 

 
 FEELING OF BELONGING TO LATVIA. PECULIARITIES OF PERCEIVING THE ISSUE, EMOTIONAL 

REACTION AND ATTITUDE 
 
 

DAILY INTERACTION WITH LATVIANS: PSYCHOLOGICAL SINGULARITIES OF 
CHOOSING THE LANGUAGE 

 
 

Choice of language in interaction between Russian speakers and Latvians is 

linked to a whole set of contradictory attitudes. In addition, these contradictions 

occur both in the opinions of Latvians and Russian speakers.  

In the attitudes voiced by pupils’ parents you may distinguish between two 

levels of language use: attitude towards using the Latvian language in formal 

situations and attitude towards using the language in informal situations. In informal 

situations Russian speakers speak mostly Russian to Latvians because Latvians are 

willing to speak Russian, in their turn Russians are very active voicing regret that 

Latvians (friends and relatives) are reluctant to speak Latvian to them. In formal 

situations, for example when visiting state institutions, also when shopping (several 

times was mentioned buying text books at the publishing house “Zvaigzne ABC”) 

Russian speakers expect obliging attitude – that they should be answered to their 

questions in Russian and are indignant when it does not happen so.  The above 

mentioned attitudes were observed in all four groups both in Riga and Daugavpils. 

Taking into consideration that self-sufficiency of the Russian language in Daugavpils 

is more explicit than in Riga, in Daugavpils the disinclination of Latvians to 

communicate in the Latvian language was more often emphasized. 

It is more difficult to analyze in detail the attitudes of Latvians towards 

choosing the language when interacting with Russians or other non-Latvians within 

the framework of this study, nevertheless, basing on the information told by Russians 

or other non-Latvians, you may conclude that attitudes of Latvians are also 

contradictory: from one side they consider that everybody in Latvia has to know the 

Latvian language and must be able to communicate freely in Latvian, from the other 

side in everyday situations Latvians themselves switch readily to the Russian 
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language, and sometimes it is even difficult for Russians and other non-Latvians to 

persuade them to communicate in Latvian.     

What are the reasons why Latvians prefer to speak Russian disregarding the 

encouragement to maintain the communication in Latvian?  

When analysing findings of the study, you have to take into consideration 

that those are the opinions and guesses of Russians or other non-Latvians about the 

reasons for such behaviour of Latvians, nevertheless, basing on those you may 

distinguish the following groups of reasons: 

1) History of interaction: Latvians are used to communicate with Russians 

in Russian, therefore it is easier for them; historically the Russian language is 

perceived as a language of international communication. 

2) Language proficiency levels: Latvians know Russian well – still 

considerably better than Russians know the Latvian language. In its turn, the 

language proficiency level determines behaviour of Latvians during interactions: a) 

Latvians switch to Russian to avoid the psychologically unpleasant feeling that you 

are not understood; b) Latvians want to make the conversation “easier” let the other 

person do not struggle; c) Latvians do not like to listen how their language is 

mutilated (wrong case endings of words, accent). 

3) Social role, keeping of knowledge: a) Latvians want to keep their 

knowledge of the Russian language, not to loose their skill of speaking Russian (thus 

also the qualification necessary in the labour market; b) Latvians are used that they 

are the ones, who give in more easily, who are more flexible during interactions 

(discussion participants speak about arrogance of Latvians in their attitude towards 

Russians, “You are just not able to learn the Latvian language”). 

As it was indicated in the previous chapters, the statements of discussion 

participants, especially in Daugavpils, show self-sufficiency of the Russian language 

and the “enforced” status of the Latvian language. In such context when they are 

forced to study the Latvian language, Russians and other non-Latvians would like in 

their everyday interaction that Latvians – their friends, acquaintances, relatives – 

would talk to them in Latvian thus creating a Latvian-speaking environment. 

On the attitudinal level, Russians and other non-Latvians prefer speaking 

Russian because it is easier for them (speaking Latvian is associated with stress), in 
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addition, according to their opinions, the Russian language is “a profounder, richer 

language. You can express yourself!”, “in Russian you can put more soul in what you say” 

(Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9). 

As an acceptable model of communication with Latvians, Russians find the 

situation when a Russian speaks Russian but a Latvian speaks Latvian only providing 

that the Latvian explains in Russian what has remained unclear (especially it was 

referred to the formal type of communication). 

- I follow the principle, if she does not want speak Russian to me, I still understand what she 
says in Latvian. Then I speak to her in Russian, and she answers in Latvian. And we 
understood each other! Why do we need to conflict? Let her speak Latvian! For God’s sake!  
(Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9). 

The above mentioned attitudes prevailed during the discussions. One has to 

point out that in all groups there were pupils’ parents, who “if the person speaks 

Russian, I speak Russian, if he speaks Latvian, I speak Latvian”. (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 

9). 

There were also respondents, who pointed out that mastering of the Latvian 

language and speaking Latvian is important to them because, “if somebody somewhere 

addresses you in the Latvian language then I want to answer in Latvian” (Daugavpils, 

parents, Grades 8 - 9). For people from Daugavpils the wish to speak Latvian becomes 

especially strong when leaving Daugavpils: “When coming to some city, I want to 

understand and to be understood!” (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4)  

In addition it has to be pointed out that the opinions of Riga and Daugavpils 

parents differ also because in Daugavpils there is a different ethnic and linguistic 

situation than in Riga. Parents from Daugavpils complained much more about lack of 

Latvian speaking environment to master the Latvian language, as well as about the 

fact that Latvians prefer communicating in Russian and tendencies of assimilation, 

Latvians turning into Russians: 

- When I came here, married, it was rather long time ago, some twenty five years. The 
first thing I did, knowing that I was going to a foreign country, I visited all bookstores, 
bought piles of self-instruction books, dictionaries. And my first girlfriend, whom I met 
here, was a Latvian. I addresses her with a request, “Anja, please speak Latvian to 
me”. She just laughed at me and said, “What for? Nobody needs it here”. I 
approached my neighbour Latvian and said that as I lived in this country, I had to 
know this language, let us speak Latvian. She laughed at me and said, “What for? 
Nobody speaks Latvian here”. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- I also remember, when a small girl, parents decided that when living in Latvia 
children had to know the Latvian language. Our neighbours were Latvians [..] “Let 
our children come to yours to learn the Latvian language!” And their answer was: 
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“Why do you need this language?” And my parents were not able to persuade them 
that we, living in Latvia, needed this language. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- My husband is Latvian. We sent our children to a Russian school. Why? Because they 
attended a Russian kindergarten, and I did not start torturing them. But my husband 
speaks Russian to me. I start in Latvian but he says, “Oh, don’t do it”. (Daugavpils, 
parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

The quotes from the above mentioned group discussions show that people 

from Daugavpils have met Latvians with a nihilistic attitude towards their language 

what in no way can encourage Russians in Daugavpils to master the Latvian 

language. 

  In Riga parents do not put so much emphasis on the lack of Latvian 

speaking environment, but still they, with a very few exceptions, speak Russian to 

their Latvian friends and acquaintances: 

- There is enough environment but, if they do not understand us, then everybody 
tries to switch to the Russian language. Then everybody understand each other, 
and everything is nice.  (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

But mostly the choice of communication language both in Riga and 

Daugavpils is determined by habit: 

- As it comes from the Soviet times that we speak Russian, so it goes on. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

Choice of communication language is mostly determined by the fact that 
Latvians still know the Russian language comparatively well, but for Russians the 
Latvian language causes difficulties: 
- With my Latvian friends I speak Russian because  they all speak Russian well (Riga, 

parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- If you want to be understood, you speak as it is easier to understand each other. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- Russians have an incentive to speak Latvian. Latvians, when talking to Russians, have 
no stimulus to communicate in Latvian, they have to put an effort to understand what 
their Russian interlocutor wants to say. And knowing the Russian language, a Latvian 
will switch to Russian to avoid unnecessary effort.  (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

Participants of all discussion groups laid special emphasis on the fact that 

Latvians did not like listening how the Latvian language was mutilated (wrong case 

endings of words, accent), but, in their turn, Russians do not like that Latvians 

correct their pronunciation mistakes: 

- I have a friend, a very good acquaintance, she is also Latvian. I call her, start 
speaking Latvian, and she starts laughing loud. You see, naturally that after this we 
switch to the Russian language. Or she immediately starts correcting the endings. You 
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see, it is easier for her to speak to me in Russian that to listen to my Latvian language. 
Tolerate. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- I don’t know, maybe for those very Latvians it is easier to address us in the Russian 
language than to listen to a mutilated Latvian language. It is also easier for them, 
maybe. They win with this.  (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- When you start speaking Latvian, some really start making faces and in addition 
correcting mistakes during the conversation. Russians do not have this. You will agree 
with me that, for example, when Latvians speak completely mutilated Russian, we do 
not correct them. We listen, and we understand them perfectly. But Latvians, heaven 
knows why, have such an attitude towards Russians. I try to speak your language, 
please listen to me! Don’t correct me all the time! (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4)  

Some discussion participants are not satisfied with the fact that Latvians in 

communication with Russians prefer speaking Russian because they understand that 

with this they loose a possibility to practice their knowledge of the Latvian language. 

In all focus groups there were people, who even took offence when they were not 

spoken to in Latvian, and they pointed out that evasion of Latvians to speak Latvian 

to them had created a psychological barrier, complex, resentment: 

- Latvians do not want to speak Latvian to me. Why do they hate me [..] I have not 
arrived here as an occupant. This is my homeland, the land of my ancestors, of my 
child. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4)  

- This Latvian attitude towards speaking in Latvian drives me to the edge. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

There are some, who feel flattered, when Latvians speak Russian to them 

because they feel that they are given honour: 

- In general, I try to speak Latvian to Latvians but they themselves switch to the Russian 
language. It is pleasant for me to speak to Latvians, who try to speak to me in Russian, 
and then I want to speak to them in Latvian. To feel such a pleasant attitude. If you see 
that a person tries to speak, I feel really uncomfortable to speak Russian. I want to 
speak Latvian if they treat me openly and with respect.  (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- It is somewhat very pleasant, and then I want to continue the conversation in the 
Latvian language. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

At the same time discussion participants point out that some Latvians feel 

offended if they are addressed in Russian: 

- In public transportation there is no need for the Latvian language. Of course, it 
happens when a person takes offence if you say something in Russian to him, but the 
majority do not express any objection. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

 

The study “Towards a Civic Society” (BISS, 2001) showed that for inhabitants 

of Latvia it is typical to have a wide network of interpersonal contacts among people 

of different ethnicities (it is proved by the answers to the questions about ethnicity of 
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their family members, friends, acquaintances and colleagues). Thus for example, 

among citizens 95% have friendly contacts with Latvians, 78% - with Russians, and 

with representatives of other nationalities – 50% of respondents.  In their turn, among 

non-citizens 84% have Latvian friends, 97% have Russian friends and 78% have 

friends among representatives of other nationalities. Similar situation is observed 

also at work places: 96% of citizens and 90% of non-citizens have Latvians among 

their colleagues. Nevertheless, disregarding the considerable predominance of 

colleagues of Latvian ethnicity, mostly Russian is used as the means of 

communication. For example, from those non-citizens, who have also Latvian 

colleagues, only 8% use Latvian as the main language of communication, 19% speak 

more Latvian than Russian but 71% usually use Russian as their means of 

communication.     

Focus group discussion results show that everyday Latvian - Russian 

interaction takes place in Russian just by habit or due to the knowledge of the 

language. Situations when communication takes place mostly in Latvian can be more 

often observed in a formal environment, but not among friends and acquaintances 

because in everyday communication friends, acquaintances do not have sufficient 

knowledge of the Latvian language  to maintain a pleasant and dynamic conversation 

in the Latvian language, therefore Latvians themselves very often switch to Russian 

during the conversation.  
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DESCRIPTION OF INTERETHNIC RELATIONS.   
COMPARISON: EARLIER AND NOW 

 
Discussion participants both in Riga and Daugavpils tended to distinguish 

between interethnic relations existing on the everyday level and the level of 

“politics”. In all groups predominant was the opinion that on everyday level there 

were no interethnic relation problems, but problems exist in relations with politicians 

and concerning their implemented policy. People consider that politicians do not 

listen at all to what simple people (both Latvians and Russians) say; politicians live 

in a world constructed by themselves, and it is far from reality.   

- Everything is OK on everyday level but on the national level it is not. [Majority 
agrees.] (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9)  

- I was to a meeting at the Riga City Council, there is the Education Commission. To my 
mind, they all have arrived from Mars. They are so much alienated for the real life. 
They have thought up something for themselves, and they just do so. [..] They have 
dissociated themselves from the society.( Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- Because we have different interests than they, let us say so. They have their own, but 
people have completely different.  (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- They enforce their opinion on the society. (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 
- They have decided that they had said so, and everything has to be like that. But we are 

not gees; excuse me, to force us like that. We also pay taxes, like them. I do not now 
how much they pay, but we pay one third of our salary.  (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

 
- Except politicians! With all the rest in perfect friendship! [Laughing.] Politicians do 

not hear us. Politicians hear neither Latvians nor Russians. They do not hear simple 
people. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- This repulsive feeling comes from above. On the every day level is just the opposite. 
With whom you are friends, you keep being friends. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 
9) 

- Simply somebody needs this – to cause discord between Latvians and Russians. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

The relations of Russian community in Latvia with the state administration 

institutions (Saeima, government, politicians in general) were compared with a 

spring what you could squeeze for some time, but at a certain moment it would 

recoil; it means - now, when several mass protest actions had taken place against the 

transfer of Russian schools to the Latvian language tuition, is the moment when the 

spring recoils: 

- You know, it is like with a spring, you squeeze it, squeeze, squeeze, and afterwards it 
recoils and will fly away. The same with us – they squeezed, squeezed, squeezed and 
here, now we have come to the point. Now this spring has recoiled, you understand! 
(Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 
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In the group of Riga basic school parents there was even voiced an opinion 

that the division into Latvians and Russians has been forced from above, from the 

state: 

- We in our everyday life make no difference whether he is Latvian or Russian. It is just 
the state that has divided us now – they are Latvians, but you are Russians, Russian 
speaking population. But neighbours, friends, and colleagues – they have remained 
neighbours, friends, and colleagues. Any nationality. It plays no role. (Riga, parents, 
Grades 8 - 9) 

- The tops have separated but ordinary people still live, there is no hole yet made. 
(Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

Such opinions indicate alienation of Russians and other non-Latvians from 

the state authorities what in turn has a negative impact on the support of these people 

to the policy established and implemented by the political establishment; it facilitates 

negative political attitudes. One more indicator of alienation from the state 

authorities are the pronouns “we” and “they” used by the respondents during the 

discourse on these issues, and that clearly indicates the division into our own people 

and strangers. But it is important to add that it is not the division between the Latvian 

and Russian speaking communities because in their relations between the people and 

authorities, Russians and other non-Latvians make common cause with Latvians.  

People in all groups evaluated everyday level attitudes between Latvians 

and Russians as normal, telling that there were bad people both among Latvians and 

Russians but in general Latvians and Russians were united in their everyday life by 

the same interests and problems:  

- I do not have such a division – Latvian or Russian. There are people, whom I like and 
whom I do not like. I have a neighbour, Latvian, with whom I squabble, and in the 
same our building there is another person, also Latvian, and I have wonderful 
relations with this person. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- You can meet uncultured ones everywhere. It does not depend on the nation; it does 
not depend on ethnicity. It depends on the person himself. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- I think that everything depends on people. Like that they are everywhere, who start 
causing trouble. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- The same flats, the same studies, the same children both for Latvians and Russians – 
alike. There are just individuals; “Here, you Russians have come here!” all people 
are not like that. Also among Russians there are such– both bandits and murderers. 
(Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- There is no bad nation. Just bad people. (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

It was pointed out among the parents of primary school pupils in Daugavpils 

that ethnic belonging is seldom the reason for a conflict, but if such a conflict 
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situation has already arisen, then ethnic belonging could act as an argument to 

catalyze the conflict, “quarrels sprang up on completely  different grounds, but it leads to 

cursing about the language, ethnicity”. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

Still continuing this discussion, pupils’ parents in all groups remembered 

some situation where they themselves felt affronted or had observed abusive 

situations at some public place. It has to be pointed out that during these discussions 

situations were mentioned when both a Latvian had spoken or acted abusively and 

also a Russian has behaved abusively.  

There were some parents, who stressed that in a yard, park there were 

observed odds between Latvian and Russian children.  And reflecting the opinion of 

their parents, Latvian children use the labelling “Russian” thus voicing a scornful 

attitude: 

- Kids have odds. Latvian and Russian kids when strolling they walk separately, meet, 
insult each other. Why do they divide themselves not basing on their age or any other 
feature but according their ethnicity? (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- “Russian, you are an occupant”. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- Not often, not everybody, but there are situations when they not only don’t understand 
each other but go even as far as kicking and “Russian”. (Riga, parents, Grade 2 - 4) 

- My daughter does not contact with Latvians. No way. (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

Some parents in their turn say that interaction among children depends also 

on child’s personality, for example, one mother has a son, who has good contacts 

both with Latvians and Russians, but the daughter has contact problems: 

- My Arturs, the youngest, for example, contacts with all children wherever we go. He 
does not care what you are, even a Negro. I think, he will find a common, good 
language even with him. I have never observed concerning Arturs that anybody has 
told anything to him. He can establish very good relations everywhere. He speaks only 
Russian but can establish very good contacts both with Latvian and others. But my 
daughter has problems to find a common language even with Russians. It depends on 
the child.    (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

During discussions the ethnic prejudices existing among Latvians and 

Russians were somewhat observed, for example, Latvians suffer due to the 

decreasing number of Latvians and their percentage towards non-Latvians, partially 

blaming Russians for that. “Here now, you have occupied Latvia”. As a sample of 

Russian ethnic prejudice was mentioned their megalomania, the opinion that 

Russians were a world’s nation that was big and important if compared to Latvians: 

“Ha, I am Russian; we are 137 million but you are just one and a half”. Discussion 
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participants (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) pointed out that such display of chauvinism 

were unacceptable for them; still the fact of mentioning those serves as an evidence 

of their existence in the society.  

Discussion participants expressed their opinion a bit more on different 

manifestations of Latvian nationalism when Latvians (in most cases were mentioned 

elderly women) had accused Russians that they had come here and hindered Latvians 

to live:  

- I am a musical person, and I go to the Song Festival. You understand, here in 
Daugavpils we have an ensemble, and naturally we are a Russian team, but we sing 
Latvian songs. When we got to Riga for the Festival, among ourselves we naturally 
speak Russian. And there were Latvian grannies next to us. What names they called 
us! You can not even imagine! – “What right do you have to wear our national 
costumes? What right do you have? Take them off! You are Russians! I was standing 
there and was infuriated. [Raises her voice and with some anger] They should be glad 
that Russians sing their songs!  Heck, how can you say so, “Take them off! You 
disgrace! Curse on you!? And rest of the things they said there! (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grades 2 - 4) 

- It once happened to me in the public transportation. I step in with a child one year of 
age. A man lets me to sit down. I have no perambulator, the child on one hand and a 
bag in the other. Of course, it is difficult for me. I sit down, and one granny, Latvian, 
squeezes her bag under me. “Rushed here, multiplied…”I turned to her, “So babka 
(auntie), what should I do now, push him back?” They did not let an elderly Latvian to 
sit down but me – a young Russian mother – they let. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- My relatives, my brothers and sisters are born here, but married to Ukrainians. They 
just moved here, it was the transition period when you still could move here; she after 
nine month living here goes to a maternity hospital, she has birth pain and they ask 
her in Latvian, “Your name and family name?” She does not understand; she is from 
Ukraine. – “Why did you come here and now you are giving a birth?” It was so 
humiliating. Insult stays for a long time and maybe that’s why this unpleasantness. 
They left from here.  (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

Some of the parents voice incomprehension why Latvians have so 

aggressive, negative attitude towards Russians, they do not feel deserving it; as well 

incomprehensible for them is the reproach that they had occupied Latvia: 

- We had a girl, a trainee, Ilona, Latvian. Once we sat down and started to discus this 
issue, and shed says jokingly,” Here, you have occupied Latvia”. I answer to her, 
“Ilona, you know, when I was two, it was very difficult for me not to occupy Latvia. 
Because my parents took me here. But why my parents came here? Because they 
invited specialists here”.  (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- The more I am offended by these nationalistic attacks (vipadi). Insulting, because I 
have nothing to do with it. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- Oh gosh, how do we disturb you? Speak Latvian, we do not tamper you, don’t come to 
your flats, don’t jump at your throat… Well, keep living in the information world of 
your own. Such hatred, I am simply amazed (paražajus)! (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 
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During the discussion among parents of pupils of Riga primary schools was 

discussed also a conflict initiated by the Russian side (in comparison to other groups, 

participants of this group were most interested to speak about ethnic relations). When 

discussing this episode, they especially stressed the result of this conflict situation – 

it was enough with one episode to create resentment and to be referred to other 

Latvians and Russians:    

- I was in the market, yesterday it happened like this. A woman was standing – Russian, 
a girl, I don’t know her age, won’t lie. A Latvian fellow was passing buy and just said 
in Latvian, “Your pear fall down”. You should see the reaction of that girl; it was a 
feeling that he had slapped her face with that pear! She was so rude, “You German, 
fascist, walk around here..!” It was so nasty. There is no wonder that they fall on us! 
Besides at the market place it happens very often, really often! (Riga, parents, Grades 
2 - 4) 

One has to point out that also in this group, where so much was spoken 

about different conflict situations, there was a respondent, who did not remember 

having any conflict with Latvians and had an opinion that relations between Latvians 

and Russians were very good: 

- I have many Latvian acquaintances. My work is related to this, I mean friends. If there 
ever was a case when anybody would rebuke me that I lived here, spoke Russian! 
Never. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

When analyzing experiences of the respondents concerning their relations with 

Latvians, one has to conclude that the decisive factor whether there arise strife and 

conflict situations between Latvians and non-Latvians is mostly determined the 

frequency of such contacts (single or frequent) among the exact individuals. Within 

the framework of their social network (acquaintances, friends, colleagues, relatives, 

neighbours) non-Latvians have established good relations with Latvians based on 

mutual understanding and friendship, disregarding the type of social relations or 

frequency of everyday contacts. Conflict situations arise with strange people met in 

public with whom they have only a brief and one time contact. It means with 

Latvians, who are outside the social network of the respondents.   

In all groups pupils’ parents acknowledged that currently relations with 

Latvians had improved. They think that the peak of interethnic tension was observed 

during the end of 80-ties and at the beginning of 90-ties, but during the last ten years 

these relations have to be regarded as good. During discussions were voiced also 

opinions that these relations have improved because Latvian have regained their self-
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confidence, “they have realised themselves as a united nation”. (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 

9) 

The opinions about interethnic relations during Soviet time slightly differ. 

There are people, who consider, that these relations were very good: everybody lived 

friendly and did not sort people according their ethnicity. There are also people, who 

know from their personal experience, that there were problems, and consider that 

situation is better now. Significant that, when characterising relations during the 

Soviet time, the most often are mentioned the situations when Russians had treated 

Latvians abusively: 

- They have become better on everyday level. Better! Now they are better. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- One of my acquaintances during Soviet times was called a Nazi, like that because he 
did not know a word in Russian. Now she meets me and speaks just Russian. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- The everyday level was more nationalistic. (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- When we studied at school, by the way, very often, Russians looked for a trouble with 
Latvians. Especially boys. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- Now on everyday level there are not so many conflicts. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

As a special period in the field of ethnic relations is mentioned the end of 

80-ties, beginning of 90-ties, when Latvians became aware more and more of their 

ethnic belonging and tended to dissociate themselves from Russians. And this was 

the reason for strain in ethnic relations in Latvia that though has gradually lessened: 

- And then the Popular Front started, then there was such incomprehension, why we 
were at once pushed aside. I felt so, yes. And it was insulting, because never before 
there had been such a division. I studied at school; we never tried to find out who 
belonged to what nation. It was not important to us. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 
9) 

- In my previous yard, the relations changed there. During the Soviet time it was not the 
Russians, who took offence on Latvians but Latvians, they turned away from Russians 
– we were friend, grew up together – now again everything is back to normal.  (Riga, 
parents, Grades 2 - 4)  

- It was like that Latvians and Russians had to live separately and all. (Riga, parents, 
Grades 2 - 4) 

- School No 72 was Russian – Latvian school, afterwards, when this discrimination 
started, No 61 was turned into a Latvian school but ours into Russian. Then it started 
– there study Russian “svoloči” (scoundrels), here Latvian “svoloči”. How you 
explain it to children, so they perceive it. Children are like a sponge, they suck it up 
and all. Now it seems that all this squabbling is over.   Now in the European Union 
there will be something else. What policy you will establish, so children will perceive 
it.  (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 
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Other discussion participants (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) disagree, that 

squabbling between Latvians and Russians is over. They point out that there still 

remains grudge against Russians especially among educated people.  

- Educated people still have that deep dislike, especially those, who suffered from the 
Soviet authorities: Such snake hissing, “This destructive influence, Russian 
behaviour...” (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- I think it will pass with the course of time. (Riga, parents, Grades 2-4) 
-       No, it does not pass. How many years have gone! Some percentage remains, 

unfortunately. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 
  

 Data of quantitative studies (“Towards a Civic Society”, BISS, 2001) prove 

that in average one third of Latvian population consider ethnic relations in Latvia to 

be good (citizens – 32%, non-citizens – 27%) and 2/3 of the society consider that 

they are satisfactory (citizens – 57%, non-citizens – 60%). 5% of the surveyed 

citizens and 10% of non-citizens evaluate ethnic relations in Latvia as bad. In 

comparison to the study of 1997, in general both citizens and non-citizens evaluate 

ethnic relations in Latvia to be more positive, i.e. has decreased the number of 

negative and satisfactory answers but increased the positive evaluation.   

 

 
 SENSE OF BELONGING TO LATVIA:  

 PECULIARITIES OF PERCEIVING THE ISSUE, EMOTIONAL REACTION AND 
ATTITUDE 

 
In general, discussion participants were active when voicing their attitude 

towards belonging to Latvia, in addition you had to observe that asking this question 

caused emotionally tense reaction: we and our children were born here, in Russia we 

feel like strangers, what other country could be our homeland?  

The above mentioned reactions prove the importance of the question of 

“belonging to Latvia” for pupils’ parents and the wish to express actively their 

belonging to Latvia (confronting with those, who leave Latvia), as well as necessity 

for the society to acknowledge their wish to live and belong to Latvia. Spontaneous 

reactions showed that in this question they saw a hint, “You are not Latvians and 

therefore maybe do not feel belonging to Latvia”. When asking the same question to 
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Latvian groups7, discussion participants were emotionally calm telling about their 

cosmopolitic attitudes, about their wish to study and work abroad.  

In some way it is evidence that for Russian speaking population of Latvia 

their belonging to Latvia is doubted in the public discourse. The question “In what 

degree do you feel belonging to Latvia?” reminds them of the slogans “Russians 

have to return to their ethnic homeland”; in this question they catch threat therefore 

they express a bellicose position that they will not leave for anywhere and are 

belonging to Latvia: 

- My children are born here, why should they emigrate? What nonsense is that? They 
are born here, here is their homeland! [..] Why should I take my children to their 
ethnic homeland?! (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- I do not understand this question at all when somebody speaks about the ethnic 
homeland. What ethnic homeland can be there if a person is born and grew up in this 
country. It is his homeland. Yes, some national traditions have to be preserved, but 
our homeland is here. What other one can you talk about? In addition during those 70 
years of Soviet power everything has intertwined here. What other ethnic homeland 
can you have? I say, my mother is Polish, father Ukrainian. According my passport I 
am Ukrainian, according religion – Catholic, born in Latvia. Where is my ethnic 
homeland? (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

Several discussion participants expressed an opinion that their children feel 

belonging to Latvia (but it proves that the parents themselves are not so sure about 

their own position): 

- Children love this country very much. We talked recently, they said, “We love this 
country, we still want some slight changes in this country, let it join the European 
Union”. They want to live here, even the youngest one, who started to attend the third 
class. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- My son is already somehow more with Latvians [feel belonging] because he plays 
football and plays in a Latvian team, his environment is like that. [..] He is rather 
more a patriot of Latvia that of his own [ethnic group], he is Byelorussian. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- My children do not love Russia, both of them. (Riga, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

People realise their belonging to some place most of all when being away 

from it: while travelling or on a business trip. In a similar way pupils’ parents spoke 

about their own or their children’s emotions while being far away from Latvia, about 

                                                      
7 “Latvijas iedzīvotāju motivācija un ekspektācijas attiecībā uz Latvijas iestāšanos Eiropas 
Savienībā”. BSZI. 2003. gada jūnijs – septembris. [Motivation and Expectations of the 
Inhabitants of Latvia concerning Latvia Joining the European Union. June – September 
2003.] 
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situations when they felt proud of being from Latvia, about the sense of unity with 

those who spoke Latvian abroad: 

- Quite recently my son went on an excursion [..] To Moscow. Comes back and tells, 
“We walked around there and talked Latvian, only Latvian. And felt proud”. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- We were in the Czech Republic, Prague, I hear the Latvian language – oh, our own 
people (rodnije)! Really. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- Especially when you go somewhere, for example, to Byelorussia, then you can 
compare. We live better here! Although we are Russians as well. (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grades 2 - 4) 

During the discussion people remembered moments and places what made 

them being proud about Latvia: they mentioned Riga, Dome Church in Riga. People 

told about their participation in Latvian events: Folksong Festival (Daugavpils, both 

pupils’ parents of Grades 2 – 4 and 8 - 9) and Ligo festivity. Returning to Latvia after 

a travel was linked to the feeling that you had returned home: “still during the Soviet 

time when a train arrived to the territory of Latvia, that’s all, this was something ours, 

pines” (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9). 

Others described Latvia as a European, clean and cultural country that made 

them to be proud of living in Latvia: 

- I feel very good in Latvia. I like this country very much. Country is so clean, what a 
culture. If you compare it to Russia, Byelorussia, then we really look like Europeans. I 
feel somehow proud … I feel here chicly! (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- My opinion in general is that Latvia is a museum! Here you have discipline. I like it 
here very much. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- My husband is an ethnic Byelorussian. I ask him, “Listen, if it starts getting bad for us 
here, where shall we go?” - “You know, if it gets bad, let it be better bad here, but I 
do not want back to my “sovdepiya” He still remembers Byelorussia as “sovdepiya” 
[a scornful name for the Soviet Union].  (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

Group discussion participants in Daugavpils feel belonging just to 

Daugavpils, especially it is typical for the group where participated pupils of grades 

8 and 9. It may be concluded from the expressions “Our Latvia is here” or “Daugavpils 

is our Latvia” (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9). 

The issue of belonging to Latvia in all groups during the discussion was 

linked to their belonging to Russia, in addition there was strong unanimity among all 

participants about the fact that they did not feel belonging to Russia; that Russians in 

Russia were different, they spoke differently, and their mentality was different. It 
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even can be said that the Russians in Latvia realise themselves as a special group 

through the specific features of their language and cultural differences: 

- Such an accent only Russians in Latvia have. (Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 
- I went to see Staraja Rus, to become acquainted with Russia because I have never 

really seen Russia, and they told me immediately - you are not a Russian. 
(Daugavpils, parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- I do not consider myself to be Russian. I came to Moscow, and they tell me that I am 
not Russian, but I speak better Russian than they, Russians themselves. (Riga, 
parents, Grades 8 - 9) 

- First of all, I felt there awfully, these are not my people. There’s no order (several 
agree), it’s dirty, lack of culture… We were in Omsk, Siberia, for two days I was 
afraid to go out on the street, I was scared. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- It is not ours. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 
- You have to be born there. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 
- You have to grow up there. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 
- I think that if you live here [in Latvia],you will also feel belonging to it. There was a 

funny situation when I was 15 and for the first time went to Ukraine. They ask me: 
“Latvia, where is it?” For them it was abroad. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

Several discussion participants have even faced conflict situations when 

contacting Russians in Russia. From one side they dissociate themselves from 

Latvian Russians, from the other side mass media have created in their minds an 

opinion that Russians in Latvia are discriminated, and Latvian Russians have even 

opposed to this during their discussions:  

- I was born in Smolensk Region. I was two when my parents moved to Latvia. I was 11 
and my brother was 13 when we visited our native village. From the accent and 
pronunciation you could feel that we are not locals. They ask, "Where are you from?” 
We tell, “From Riga”. – “Then go back to your Lithuania!” (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 
4) 

- In Russia they treat Russians, who are not locals, like… (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

- But when we go there, they tell us, “Oh, you are completely oppressed there!” What 
oppressed?! We do have come here alive, came normally here. (Daugavpils, parents, 
Grades 2 - 4) 

- There in general, I do not know whether it is on purpose, TV shows that in Latvia, 
Lithuania Russians have such problems. I went there, “How do they oppress you 
there, how are you..!!!” I tell them, “How, I don’t see, my children study at school, on 
the whole in Russian”. Maybe it is difficult and there is something wrong but not as 
much as they say. (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4) 

Concerning restrictions other discussion participants still consider that for 

Russians in Latvia there are restrictions, specific examples were given concerning 

employment (“First of all they hire Latvians (Riga, parents, Grades 2 - 4)) and education. 

Some think that they are oppressed because they have not received Latvian 

citizenship automatically. One has to say that in principle these restrictions are linked 
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to the Latvian language knowledge and mostly associate with the issue of restrictions 

created by the language proficiency level.     

Also findings of other studies testify about Russian speakers’ sense of 

belonging to Latvia. For example, in the study “Analysis of the Implementation of 

Bilingual Education” (BISS, 2002), 62% of parents feel belonging to this state. In its 

turn the data collected during the study “Towards a Civic Society” (BISS, 2001) 

show that 58% of non-citizens (95% citizens) consider Latvia as their homeland, but 

50% of non-citizens (81% citizens) are proud that they are inhabitants of Latvia. 

These two aspects – sense of homeland and pride for Latvia - to some extent may be 

considered as factors forming this sense of belonging. Also during focus group 

discussions respondents motivate their feeling of belonging to Latvia with these two 

arguments. Along with those, there are such as the wish to distance oneself from 

Russians in Russia, Latvia as the birthplace of their children, sense of home.  
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2. MINORITY SECONDARY SCHOOL PUPILS 

 
 

2.1.  STUDY DESCRIPTION 
 

Target group: pupils of Grades 10 – 12.  

Method: target group discussion (altogether 3 focus group discussions were carried 

out in the respondents’ schools). 

Language of discussions: Russian. 

Place of discussions: Riga (2 groups) and Daugavpils (1 group).  

Length of discussions: on average 45 minutes.  

Period of field work: September 8 - 12, 2003. 

 
AIM 

To acquire understanding of attitudes among the minority secondary school pupils 

toward the minority education reform, learning and usage of the Latvian language, 

ethnic relations in the country, the state of Latvia.  

 
TASKS 

The following tasks were set to reach the aim of the study: 

 To find out how pupils understand the necessity of introducing bilingual 

education in minority schools. 

  To reveal the personal experiences of the target group regarding the practical 

implementation of bilingual education – to find out the difficulties and problems 

encountered by pupils as those who are directly subject to the bilingual education 

policy.  

 To analyze the opinions of pupils about the meaning of bilingual education, 

its purpose, and to compare how their individual experiences affect their 

understanding of the necessity of such reform. 

  To understand the strength of motivation of pupils to learn bilingually. 

  To acquire understanding of the motivation to learn and use the Latvian 

language – the advantages and limitations caused by language proficiency. 
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  To find out what are the Latvian language usage routines among the pupils – 

the places, situations where the language is used, determining the factors of 

language choice. 

  To acquire knowledge about the relations between the respondents and 

ethnic Latvians in order to better understand the motivation and routines of using 

the Latvian language. 

  To find out the words, expressions young people use to describe their ethnic 

relations on the basis of situations encountered in own experience. 

  To compare and determine the ideas, assessments, and attitudes toward the 

issues studied between secondary school pupils living in Riga and Daugavpils. 

To determine the character of these differences, to suggest assumptions regarding 

their possible causes.  

 
SAMPLE METHOD 

 

The following steps were taken in selecting the respondent sample for focus groups. 

Step one: school selection. Just like when selecting respondents for parent 

focus groups, schools were selected also in this case on the basis of the study 

“Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education” (BISS, Riga, 2002). By 

applying the raffle principle in selecting the sample, two schools were selected in 

Riga and one in Daugavpils. 

Step two: by contacting representatives of these schools, the number of 

grades was found in each group of grades, and a common list of pupils from the 

respective grades was made (Grades 10 - 12). 

Step three:  by calculating the random sample step for respondents, three 

pupils were selected from each group of secondary school grades, which resulted in 

nine pupils from different groups of grades and parallel grades participating in the 

focus group. 

In sampling the pupils, it was very important to prevent selection of the best 

pupils, which might significantly affect the results of the study. Therefore a certain 

sampling procedure was determined which ensures random selection of pupils for the 

group discussions. Unlike selection of the parent sample, pupils were selected in this 
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case only from one school in each group. It is very important in the case of pupils to 

put them in a familiar environment, i.e. in natural and not in laboratory-type 

conditions. It allows to reduce the emotional stress of pupils – their fear, uncertainty, 

caginess during discussions, which affects the discussion and the quality of data 

obtained. 

The second and third step of selection prevented the possibility that only the 

most talented young people would participate in the study, since their answers could 

have a one-sided effect on characterizing the understanding and attitudes of pupils 

toward the issues surveyed, although there is also risk that randomly selected pupils 

may have difficulties to express, formulate and substantiate their opinions. However, 

it would be rather only a theoretical than real assumption that all respondents in a 

group could have such difficulties. Random selection of pupils significantly increases 

the versatility of answers obtained and allows to get deeper understanding in the area 

of the problems surveyed. 

Only pupils and a moderator were in those classrooms where discussions 

took place. 
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PARTICIPANTS OF DISCUSSIONS 

 
 

GROUP 
 

NAME 
 

AGE 
 

 
GRADE 

Dima 16 years Grade 11 
Sergejs 16 years Grade 11 
Sergejs 18 years Grade 12 
Ira 18 years Grade 12 
Marija 17 years Grade 12 
Jūlija 17 years Grade 11 
Andrejs 16 years Grade 10 
Jeļena 16 years Grade 10 
Jeļena 16 years Grade 10 

1st group – 
 Riga 

   
Oksana 16 years Grade 10 
Jekaterina 17 years Grade 10 
Mihails 16 years Grade 10 
Aleksejs 17 years Grade 11 
Sergejs 17 years Grade 11 
Aleksejs 18 years Grade 11 
Aleksejs 18 years Grade 12 
Svetlana 17 years Grade 12 
Lilija 18 years Grade 12 

2nd  group – 
Daugavpils 

   
Jūlija 18 years Grade 11 
Iļja 16 years Grade 10 
Aleksa 18 years Grade 11 
Renārs 18 years Grade 12 
Saša 16 years Grade 10 
Vladimirs 16 years Grade 10 
Inna 18 years Grade 12 

3rd  group – Riga 

Vadims 17 years Grade 12 
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2.2. RESULTS 
 

2.2.1. BILINGUAL EDUCATION: PUPILS’ UNDERSTANDING, EVALUATION, AND 
ATTITUDE 

 
 UNDERSTANDING THE AIM OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION 

 PUPILS’ ATTITUDE TOWARDS BILINGUAL EDUCATION 

 IMPLEMENTATION OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION IN SCHOOLS – PUPILS’ EXPERIENCE 

 
UNDERSTANDING THE AIM OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION 

 
Two explanations concerning the necessity of the bilingual education 

implementation were voiced during the discussions of both Daugavpils and Riga 

pupils’ focus groups. These opinions add to each other. One of the opinions on the 

aims of bilingual education pertains to the representatives of minorities in Latvia in 

general, namely, that it is acquiring the knowledge of the Latvian language and the 

ability to use it, while the other – that the aim of bilingual education is to provide 

pupils with sufficient knowledge of the Latvian language so that they could enter and 

study at Latvian universities. 

 

In each focus group discussion pupils clearly indicated that, to their mind, one 

of the most essential aims of bilingual education implementation is to achieve that 

the Russian-speaking residents of Latvia would know Latvian, as well as that the 

status of the language would be strengthened in the country. Pupils are fully aware 

that, knowing only the Russian language the opportunities for the minority 

nationalities are much more limited in the current situation in Latvia than with the 

knowledge of Latvian. 

- Because the society knows Latvian poorly. They live in the country but don’t know the 
state language. (Riga) 

- To pass over to Latvian. (Riga) 

- We’ll pass gradually to Latvian, everything will be only in Latvian. (Daugavpils) 

- Latvian is necessary nowadays, you can’t do anything without it. (Riga) 

- Latvian is necessary, it is necessary because we live in Latvia. However, not so much to 
learn bilingually, more for general knowledge. Russian is being forced out. (Daugavpils) 
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The last quote indicates to a certain extent that, according to the pupil’s opinion, the 

Latvian language should be known, but its acquisition should be differently 

organised, not within the framework of bilingual education. 

Other secondary school pupils involved in focus group discussions stressed 

that the implementation of bilingual education was carried out with the aim of 

minority pupils to prepare for studies in Latvian in higher education establishments 

in Latvia. These respondents admit that the knowledge of Latvian and the 

opportunity to study at universities of Latvia opens the road to the choice and 

possibility to obtain a more qualified and prestigious job as without the knowledge of 

the Latvian language. 

- So that it would be easier to enter Latvian higher education establishments. To prepare 
the Russian-speaking for entrance into Latvian universities better. (Riga)  

- If one enters a university in Riga, all exams will be in Latvian. Therefore it is necessary to 
study certain subjects in Latvian already at school. (Daugavpils) 

- I doubt whether I can obtain education in Russian anywhere in Latvia that would help me 
in the future in any way. If I get a certificate at Baltic Russian Institute or elsewhere, it will 
not provide me with any perspective, any opportunities. Therefore I have to go to a 
university where the studies are in Latvian. For me to graduate it and start looking for a job, 
to show them that I graduated from a Latvian university, hire me. I wonder if they hired me if 
I would have graduated from the Baltic Russian Institute. (Daugavpils) 

It is interesting that the pupils’ conception that studies in the universities of 

Latvia are closely linked with the knowledge of Latvian is so clearly reflected in the 

discussion of pupils from Riga. This is indicated by the expression used for reference 

to universities in Latvia, i.e. “Latvian universities”. 

 

It is important to indicate that different from the pupils in Riga, not all pupils 

from Daugavpils could explain the necessity of bilingual education implementation 

during the focus group discussion. Some pupils indicated that they do not understand 

the aim of bilingual education implementation. Such incomprehension expressed by 

pupils, first of all, determines low motivation for the bilingual education acquisition, 

and secondly, shows that a part of pupils study bilingually only because this is a must 

and they do not have any other choice. 

- They [the government] implement such reforms that a person, a common person who wants 
to communicate both with these [Latvians] and those [Russians] cannot understand it. 
(Daugavpils) 
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- Frankly speaking, all this stuff [bilingual education reform] is incomprehensible. 

(Daugavpils) 

In order to facilitate the motivation of the pupils from Daugavpils to study 

bilingually, it is very important to develop a Latvian environment in the city. In the 

present situation the pupils do not see practical application of the obtained 

knowledge of Latvian and, consequently, the sense of studying in Latvian, because 

“everywhere – in the family, with friends – communication is in Russian”. 

 

In the attempts of revealing within the framework of the study the secondary 

school pupils’ and their parents’ understanding of the necessity of bilingual 

education implementation the pupils were asked to indicate what school – a school 

with Russian or Latvian language of instruction, or a school with bilingual studies – 

they or their parents would choose, if they had to start Grade 1 in the given situation. 

The pupils’ answers showed that the majority of the discussion participants would 

choose either studies in Latvian or bilingual studies, with only a few cases of the 

choice of studies in Russian. 

The pupils’, and according to their opinion, their parents’ choice of the Latvian 

language of instruction is determined by the further education and work opportunities 

in Latvia, as well as the ability to speak fluent Latvian and to communicate with 

Latvians. 

- I hope that if there was such possibility, my parents would have chosen a Latvian school. 
I want to move on, to have a normal job, not a manual one, but intellectual. So it would be 
easier for me to study in a Latvian school. (Riga) 

- I would choose Latvian. Would become handy in future. (Riga) 

- Most probably Latvian, to know the Latvian language better. Easier to understand, easier 
to make contacts. (Riga) 

- It is simply so that the language is very necessary, Latvian is extremely necessary. If we 
speak about the future, this is necessary also for the future.(Daugavpils)  

- If I had to live at this time, then of course, a Latvian school. (Daugavpils)  

- If you stay in Latvia, you cannot go anywhere without the Latvian language, can’t even 
enter a higher education establishment. If you did not learn normally, you would not be able 
to understand the subjects. (Daugavpils) 

Within the framework of this theme – studies only in the Latvian language – it 

is interesting to look at the survey results of minority pupils (Grades 6 –7) (“Analysis 

of the Implementation of Bilingual Education”, 2002, BISS). Having a look at the 
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study results it is seen that the majority (70%) of the pupils think that their 

knowledge of the Latvian language has improved due to learning subjects mainly in 

Latvian. However, the wish to speak Latvian has increased only for one fourth (25%) 

of the pupils. Almost half of the pupils (45%) the wish to speak Latvian has not 

changed, while for 20% it has decreased. 

 

The secondary school pupils, who indicated at the focus group discussions that 

they would rather choose bilingual studies motivate this with their wish to preserve 

their native culture and the necessity to acquire the Latvian language at the same 

time. 

- I would rather have chosen a bilingual school, because although it is good to learn in 
Latvian, I would not want to lose, how to put it, I am a Russian and I want to stay Russian. I 
think that if one starts learning only in Latvian, one loses their essence. I would like to 
obtain knowledge both in Latvian and Russian. (Riga) 

- In general bilingually would be better, because a child would know at least three 
languages, because Latvian and Russian is mandatory, plus also English.(Daugavpils) 

 

On the other hand, the choice of pupils, who indicated that they would like to 

attend a school with the Russian language of instruction, is determined, firstly, by the 

idea that in Russian schools the quality of education is higher. Secondly, these pupils 

link their hopes of the future with Russia, not Latvia. 

- I think that education is better in Russian schools. Better quality.  (Riga) 

- One may live here and work abroad. Go to Russia… (Daugavpils) 

 

Summarising the above-said, it can be concluded that the secondary school 

pupils from Riga, and partially also pupils from Daugavpils understand and are 

aware of the aim of bilingual education. Correspondingly, this shows the motivation 

of these pupils to learn bilingually and to acquire the Latvian language. At the same 

time, it has to be mentioned that some pupils from Daugavpils do not understand the 

significance of bilingual education implementation and these pupils rather prefer 

learning at schools with the Russian language of instruction, not mainly in Latvian. 
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PUPILS’ ATTITUDE TOWARDS BILINGUAL EDUCATION 

 

Assuming that the attitudes and opinions of pupils are largely formed and 

determined by the opinions dominating in the family, the focus group participants 

were asked not only about their attitudes, but also about their parents’ attitudes 

towards bilingual education. 

The attitudes of pupils and their parents to bilingual education are not the 

same. In the majority of cases pupils and their parents have neutrally positive attitude 

to bilingual education as such, but almost always there follows a remark on the 

manner of bilingual education implementation and problems related to that. 

Some of the secondary school pupils from Riga and Daugavpils have their 

main objections against bilingual education in the fact that the pupils who used to 

study only in Russian have difficulties in studying bilingually. In their opinion, 

bilingual learning should be started from Grade 1, but those who already study in 

Russian should be allowed to finish their studies in the language they have started the 

learning with. 

- You should graduate with the language you started learning with. (Riga) 

- I think that if Latvian is introduced in Russian schools it should be done from the first 
grades, […] so that the child would start learning in Latvian from Grade 1, not like now 
when only from Grades 10 to 12 the studies are bilingual. We studied in Russian all the time 
and then suddenly Latvian was introduced. (Riga) 

- I think Latvian should be taught already at kindergarten and then learning in Latvian at 
school [so that it would happen] gradually. (Riga) 

- [Bilingual education] should not be introduced in Grades 10, 11 or 12. It has to be 
introduced from Grade 1. When small, children absorb everything like a sponge, so they 
would simply know everything in two languages. (Daugavpils)   

When expressing their attitude to bilingual education in focus groups the 

pupils highlighted an important weakness of the implementation process of this 

method of instruction – bilingual education is imposed. It can be concluded from the 

pupils’ expressions that they see bilingual education as the only possible, compulsory 

type of education without a possibility to choose another variant. Such viewpoints 

signify the implementation of minority education policy “from the top” and lack of 

dialogue between the policy-makers, implementers and the direct target group of the 

policy – pupils. 

- The government fancied so. (Riga) 
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- We have no choice. We have to do it. (Riga) 

 

Looking at the pupils’ expressions on the readiness to shift to studies mainly 

in Latvian from 1 September 2004, we see that pupils’ opinions reveal resolution to 

study mainly in Latvian. 

However, when analysing the respondents’ expressions together with their 

attitude towards bilingual education, it has to be concluded that they rather feel as 

passive reform participants, namely, pupils act in accordance with the regulations 

dictated by minority education policy-makers and are aware that they are not able 

either to influence or change them. Perhaps in such situation we can rather speak 

about pupils’ formal readiness to study mainly in Latvian from 1 September 2004. 

Such supposition is also asserted by their non-verbal reaction and voice intonation 

that indicated certain indifference, lack of interest and resignation to inability of 

influencing the process of education reform. 

- A simple test. Of course, we’ll manage. (Riga) 

- We’ll manage, of course. (Riga) 

- Yes. Just you have to get used to it. (Riga) 

- Well, it depends. Some can, it comes easy [to them], to some it doesn’t. Some are not good 
at languages, not good at Latvian. (Riga) 

- I think, I’ll manage. (Riga) 

- I think it will be difficult, especially at the beginning. (Riga) 

- We’ll manage… (Daugavpils) 

- We’ll get used to it and manage. (Daugavpils)  

 
 
 

IMPLEMENTATION OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION IN SCHOOLS – PUPILS’ 
EXPERIENCE 

 

In the focus discussions pupils were invited to describe the most frequent 

difficulties in bilingual learning, as well as to describe their feelings at school.  

After the analysis of the difficulties mentioned by pupils it has to be marked 

that both the pupils from Riga and Daugavpils face similar problems. 

One of the most essential drawbacks of the process of bilingual education 

implementation, according to pupils, is the fact that a part of the teachers teaching 

subjects bilingually do not have sufficient level of the Latvian language knowledge 
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and therefore feel unconfident. Such situation, undoubtedly, causes lack of 

confidence also in pupils. 

- Not all teachers know Latvian very well. (Riga) 

- In a Russian school Russian teachers try to shift to Latvian, therefore the application of 
both languages does not come so easy. (Riga) 

- [Teachers] ask us – what do you think, what is Latvian for it. (Riga) 

-  [Teachers try to teach bilingually] but presently it does not happen very convincingly. 
(Riga) 

- [Teachers] do not always pronounce words correctly, so that it is not very 
clear.(Daugavpils) 

- Even the teachers who have studied Latvian for many years cannot translate [terminology 
in Latvian]. (Daugavpils) 

At the same time some pupils express concern about the quality of bilingual 

education, stating that teachers are not ready for work in both languages and that 

these difficulties slow down the learning process. 

- Lessons are planned according to themes. All themes should be covered during the year. 
If a person speaks Latvian the process is slower, we wouldn’t manage to cover everything 
during the year. It is difficult for teachers to work in Latvian because they are used to 
thinking in Russian. (Riga) 

 

At the same time secondary school pupils admit that their knowledge of the 

Latvian language is also insufficient. Pupils especially feel it when studying exact 

subjects (Chemistry, Physics, etc.) with complicated study material and that requires 

knowledge of specific terminology. 

- Sometimes you don’t understand in your native language what the teacher is explaining, 
you need to think it over, understand what is expected from you. It is very difficult when [the 
subject] is not in your native language and in addition you don’t understand the theme. 
(Riga) 

- [It is very difficult] because of translation. I don’t understand how one can learn 
Chemistry in Latvian when you sometimes don’t understand [it] at all, then there are 
problems. (Daugavpils) 

Referring to situations of greatest difficulty of handling exact subjects in 

Latvian, several pupils expressed suggestions for solutions during the focus 

discussions. Firstly, secondary school pupils think that learning in Latvian should 

concern less difficult subjects. Secondly, some pupils suggest increase of the number 

of Latvian lessons per week at the same time studying in Latvian only the relevant 

terminology of concrete subjects. Such proposals on the part of pupils suggest, to a 
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large extent, that it is rather difficult to study both the material of a concrete subject 

and to apply and expand the knowledge of Latvian at the same time. 

- It would better to have, let’s say, four more Latvian lessons a week and to implement a less 
aggressive bilingual education. That would be great. Latvian would be studied at these 
[Latvian language] lessons, and there would be a lot of these, while the rest of subjects 
would be taught by, for example, introducing terminology in Latvian. Teaching in Russian 
with partial explanations in Latvian. (Riga) 

As the pupils told, the following situation is the most characteristic to lessons. 

Textbooks and part of the notes on the subject are in Latvian, but the teacher’s 

explanations, especially in the most difficult subjects, most often is only in Russian. 

- Textbooks are in Latvian. Teachers, of course, speak Russian. (Riga) 

- Economics. We make notes in Latvian. We speak Latvian. (Riga) 

- Teachers speak Russian during the lesson. If you listen all the time, you can understand the 
theme. (Riga) 

- Textbooks were introduced in Latvian in compulsory manner. But classes in Latvian, 
perhaps that’s compulsory, too but it is not executed in schools, I think, because that’s 
difficult. (Riga) 

- We have had textbooks in Latvian from Grade 8, 9, we’ve got used to it. And anyway, in 
bilingual learning we have almost everything in Russian. (Riga) 

According to the respondents’ opinion, the teachers are aware that pupils know 

Latvian poorly, therefore they explain the material in the Russian language during 

lessons. However, such approach does not stimulate pupils to revise and study the 

material in Latvian from Latvian textbooks, as well as it does not facilitate the 

acquisition of the Latvian language. 

- The pupils need to be explained the key objective, the essence of the lesson. They forget 
about the bilingual and switch over to Russian. (Daugavpils) 

- First of all they try to explain so that we can understand. It is not important for Algebra 
whether it’s in Latvian or Russian, the main thing for you is to learn and do equations. 
Theme is explained, you understand it, you’ve got your homework, you do it at home. If I was 
given a book to manage it myself in Latvian, I would not even bother to look at the exercises.  
(Daugavpils) 

- The homework given from the Latvian textbooks, at the beginning I paid attention to that, I 
had to translate, now I simply don’t open them. So they lie there, new, unopened. There is no 
sense to read, the key think is to understand the theme and content. The teacher explains the 
same things during the class. (Riga) 

 

It is important to indicate here that due to insufficient mastery of Latvian pupils 

are afraid to answer in Latvian during the lessons, because they think that they 

would not be able to reveal their knowledge of the particular subject well enough 
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and would get a lower mark than when answering in Russian. Other pupils stated in 

relation to this that as they do not understand the material to be answered, they just 

“hammer” the text “in” without understanding it, or else try to find materials on the 

given topics in the Russian language through Internet or in libraries. 

- Teachers would prefer [answering] in Latvian. But if I cannot express the material 
correctly in Latvian, I’d better express myself in Russian. So that she can evaluate my 
knowledge of this subject. (Daugavpils) 

- Most often you just learn by heart something you don’t understand at all. (Daugavpils) 

- Just “cram” it. (Daugavpils) 

- If we have time we prefer going to some library and finding the sources in Russian to 
studying from the [Latvian] textbooks. Perhaps in Internet or elsewhere. To look up the 
information in Russian.  (Daugavpils) 

Pupils face difficulties also when doing their homework, taking tests and 

pupils’ contest tasks. Biggest problems are related to the understanding of the task in 

Latvian, especially in Geometry, Algebra, in subjects using specific terminology. 

- […]in Geometry I have problems only with homework. I read the exercises and can’t 
understand them. (Riga) 

- For example, Algebra. If the exercise is in Latvian, it is easy to do it in the class, of course, 
somebody knows one word, somebody else another. We are thirty people [in the class], 
somebody would know the word and tell the others. At home you sometimes cannot find that 
word in the dictionary. You cannot do the exercise because of this word. If you cannot solve 
the exercise, you haven’t done your homework; if you haven’t done your homework, that’s 
bad. (Daugavpils) 

- It is difficult with tests […] You can translate wrongly when doing it by yourself. You’ll 
translate, you’d get the idea, but without those slight nuances and that’s it, you do the 
exercise wrongly. (Riga) 

- At contests you have to lose time, an hour, half an hour for translation. For example, in 
Mathematics translation was not allowed at all. So a Russian person sits there and if they 
are good at Maths but not good at languages, what are they to do? Just get one word wrong 
and all sense is lost. (Daugavpils) 

The common cause to all the above mentioned problems faced by both Riga 

and Daugavpils pupils and also teachers in the process of bilingual learning is the 

insufficient mastery of the Latvian language at the necessary level. 

 

    When pupils were asked whether due to bilingual studies their knowledge of 

the respective subjects decline, their opinions differed. Ones are sure that when 

studying mainly in Latvian the knowledge of the respective subject definitely suffer. 

The others are of the opinion that although more time is spent on preparing the 
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materials, the knowledge of the particular subject is obtained at the same level as 

when learning in Russian. 

-  [In order to do homework] one has to search dictionaries, look up words, translate. As a 
result, there is less time for other homework, or this one has not been prepared in good 
quality. Or else, there is translation but my head is empty. You have to do double work - 
translate into Latvian, remember in Russian. And later in the class you have translate back 
from the Russian version in your head. (Daugavpils) 

- Perhaps we are spending more time on that. We do not only Maths but in addition we learn 
Latvian within the field of Mathematics. (Riga) 

 

  The problems reflected in relation to bilingual education in the process of 

learning, on the one hand, show the practice in Riga and Daugavpils schools of the 

implementation of bilingual education, on the other hand, they reveal a number of 

cases indicating a formal implementation of the reform - subject material is 

explained in Russian; Latvian textbooks are not used; materials are looked up in 

Russian. Without doubt, such approach to bilingual education will not deliver the 

awaited results, at least not in relation to the pupils who have started learning at 

Russian schools and then undertaken bilingual learning later. Professionalism of 

teachers is also utterly significant for a successful implementation of bilingual 

education. 

 

Notwithstanding all difficulties the pupils face within the process of 

bilingual education, the majority of pupils, when describing their feelings at school 

state that they feel “normal” and have got used to the situation when the studies are 

simultaneously in two languages. 

- Absolutely easy. When you understand, then easy. If you don’t understand separate words 
- translate. (Riga) 

- All of us have been living in Latvia since we were born, so we perceive Latvian. We hear 
it. (Riga) 

- Normal, in principle. When I speak, I know words in Latvian, what they would be in 
Russian, I can’t translate any more. I have to think about what would be Russian for it. Or 
else, it’s in Russian, you need it in Latvian. It is better to learn one language, not in 
two.(Riga) 

- In general, we feel normal. If everything is only in Latvian, we feel strained. (Daugavpils) 

It has to be mentioned that similar conclusions on the emotional condition 

of pupils and their mood during the bilingual lessons were made at the beginning of 

2003 in the study by Baltic Institute of Social Sciences “Unified education system: 
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transition to studies in the state language at secondary schools” within which pupils 

from Grades 7-8 and 10-12 participated in focus group discussions. The author of 

the study concludes that “the emotional condition of the pupils should be evaluated 

as positively neutral. This is determined, first, by the pupil’s level of knowledge of 

Latvian; second, by communication and cooperation between the teacher and the 

pupil; third, it is possibly determined by the proportion of the applied amount of the 

Russian and Latvian languages; fourth, the number of subjects studied bilingually - 

positive attitude to bilingual teaching method is facilitated through gradual increase 

of the number of those subjects.” 

  

During the discussion the pupils were also asked whether they would like to 

study within bilingual education the subjects that are directed at preserving their 

native culture. The majority of pupils pointed out that one’s native culture cannot be 

learned at school as a subject. Pupils think that the Russian language will be 

maintained through the family, as well as friends, where the native language and 

culture dominate. In their opinion, out-of-school contacts are fully sufficient to 

ensure preserving one’s native language and culture.  

 - [Native culture] should not be a subject at school, it should be preserved through events, 
some kind of festivals. Culture should be handled otherwise [not taught at school]. (Riga)  

- Honestly, now we are in such situation (rasputije) that neither one wants to move back nor 
forth. We are in between the Russian and Latvian, unstable condition. If we return to 
Russian, the Latvian language will slightly slip away from us. (Daugavpils) 

- We have enough of optional subjects. (Daugavpils) 
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2.2.2. HABITS OF USING THE LATVIAN LANGUAGE  
 

 LANGUAGE USAGE ENVIRONMENT  
 

 EMOTIONAL ATTITUDE TOWARDS THE LATVIAN LANGUAGE 
 

 

LANGUAGE USAGE ENVIRONMENT 

 

When analysing pupils’ habits of using the Latvian language, we see that in the 

current situation pupils in Riga and Daugavpils use the Latvian language mainly just at 

school. Such situation is largely determined by the lack of Latvian speaking 

environment (especially in Daugavpils) what does not further usage of the Latvian 

language in everyday situations.  

- I have no possibility to speak Latvian [outside school]. All Russians. (Riga) 

- […] in our city [Daugavpils] communication is more in Russian. Majority of people cannot 
improve their knowledge of Latvian. (Daugavpils) 

- In principle I don’t know much Latvian and possibilities to communicate in Latvian are very 
few. (Riga) 

- All the same, our city is a Russian speaking one. Even if you study Latvian at school, majority 
of parents are Russian speakers. I learn at school, come home and speak with my parents in 
Russian. (Daugavpils) 

Examining the situations described by focus group participants when the 

Latvian language is used outside school, we see that pupils use the Latvian language in 

two kinds of situations. In one of the cases it is Latvian environment when majority or 

all speak Latvian – when going on holidays to a Latvian speaking region, visiting a 

Latvian family. In such situations pupils are willing to use the Latvian language but, 

when returning to everyday situation, i.e. to a Russian speaking environment and not 

using the Latvian language any more, this knowledge is soon forgotten. In other case 

pupils use the Latvian language when being in a “forced upon” situation when the 

collocutor does not know the Russian language or at work, i.e. being a paid employee 

where it is mandatory to know the Latvian language 

-In summer, when I go for rest, there is a Latvian company, and I speak Latvian with them. I 
know that I need it. And there were really good people there. I say something incorrect, they do 
not say – you said it wrong, but rephrase it (…) and I understand myself that I have made a 
mistake. (…) at the beginning of summer, after school year, it is difficult for me to say anything, 
I can’t. Afterwards I get used to the Latvian language because I hear it around me; I start 
myself [using it]. When I come here [Riga], I have forgotten the Russian language. After some 
time I cannot speak Latvian any more. So it goes every year. (Riga) 
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-[Being in Kurzeme] majority of Latvians would like to speak Latvian, don’t want myself in 
Russian, shame, maybe they will not understand, but will understand in Latvian, some way or 
another, but will understand. You will understand, study it at school; you should understand the 
Latvian language. We study, speak, understand. (Daugavpils) 

- We went to Cēsis, we had a tournament there. You speak there Latvian with no complexes, no 
problems. The entire contingent there is Latvian; almost everybody is from a Latvian school. 
There are as if are no complexes. Also they are not ashamed to speak in Russian. I with them in 
Russian. I was not ashamed to speak Latvian with them. So. Communicated bilingually. 
(Daugavpils) 

My sister, she got into a Latvian family with our friends. They speak just Latvian She [sister] 
said the she wanted to study the Latvian language. She worked there for a month, lived in a 
summer cottage with them. Within a month she really improved her language level. 
(Daugavpils) 

Situations described by pupils where they use the Latvian language show that 

in case of necessity they are able to master the Latvian language in a rather short period 

of time. Theoretician of bilingual education Collins Beiker explains such behaviour with 

instrumental motivation what appears in the situations when the language is mastered 

with some certain aim (find a job, study, etc.).  

 

Continuing to examine pupils’ statements about the use of the Latvian 

language outside school, it must be pointed out that disregarding the fact that some 

pupils have Latvian friends or acquaintances, still the Russian language is chosen as the 

language of communication. According to pupils’ opinion, there are several reasons for 

that. Firstly, Russian youngsters know the Latvian language worse than Latvian know 

the Russian language, therefore when communicating it is easier and quicker to use the 

Russian language. Secondly, due to the above-mentioned insufficient knowledge of the 

Latvian language, Russian youngsters, when speaking Latvian are afraid to get into 

uncomfortable situation.  

-My cousin studies at a Latvian school; they tell me, speak Latvian with him. I cannot speak 
Latvian to him because, firstly, I cannot express everything I want, just some phrases can. But 
he speaks good Russian although he has never studied it… Everybody, who here [in 
Daugavpils] studies at a Latvian school, grows up in Latvian family, knows the Russian 
language because everybody is communicating in the Russian language.  (Daugavpils) 

- [with Latvian friends] we speak Russian. (Riga) 

- […] communication between a Latvian and a Russian funny enough takes place mostly in 
Russian […] It is easier in Russian than in Latvian. (Riga) 

- I took a fancy exactly of a Latvian company […] they spoke broken Russian. For us [Russian 
speakers] it is not funny, it does not cause any dislike, we understand it.  But when we [Russian 
speakers] speak [Latvian] – endings, pronunciation, something else… That’s why majority of 
Latvians switch to the Russian language. We as if try to speak Latvian with our friends, but they 
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see that we are not so good at it; it is easier for them to speak Russian. It happens that they 
learn Russian more than we learn Latvian. (Riga) 

- [Speaking Latvian] you feel clumsy, afraid to say something wrong. Shame, [if you say 
something wrong]. (Riga) 

At the same time secondary school pupils understand that it is difficult to master the 

language in any different way than only speaking and using it in everyday situations. As 

one respondent said, “To learn the Latvian language, I think, the language comes with 

practice. You have not just to sit, study, you have to communicate, and then you master the 

language quicker” (Riga). 

During group discussions pupils were asked to express their opinion the 

advantages and restrictions of knowing of the Latvian language. Still, have to say, that it 

was difficult for pupils to speak about the advantages provided by knowing the Latvian 

language. Pupils were very brief when speaking about this topic and did not develop 

detailed discussion.  

Accordingly, when discussing the restrictions caused by the Latvian language, 

secondary school pupils mentioned that at this stage of their lives they have problems to 

express fully their opinion in Latvian. In addition, such a situation beyond doubt makes 

the speaker to feel awkward and uncomfortable. 

- Yes, some other time you want to say something, there is a nice, good though, but you just can 
not say it in Latvian. If the conversation is in Latvian, switching to Russian is … not as it is 
impolite, but you just do not want to switch to the Russian language. You feel uncomfortable 
because you cannot fully express your thought, as you want it. 

- In addition, that there are mistakes, cannot pronounce it properly. (Riga) 

In its turn, when looking at their parents and people of their age, pupils point 

out to the restrictions imposed by their lack of the Latvian language knowledge that 

could as well as affect them in the future by not knowing the Latvian language well 

enough, i.e. there is a concern to loose their position in the labour market resulting in 

lower income.  

- (…) families are in such an instable position; there is no certainty about the future. You 
cannot make any plans. Now it is trendy to take credits, [but] they are afraid. Husband or wife 
might be asked to leave the job because due to not knowing the Latvian language or insufficient 
knowledge of this language. (Daugavpils) 

- Now it is difficult without [knowledge of the Latvian language] category, if you do not have it, 
then you are fired. Many people needed to study [Latvian language] on the third category. 
However they do not communicate in Latvian either at work, family or during their free time. As 
a result after a year or two they forget [Latvian language]. (Daugavpils)  
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EMOTIONAL ATTITUDE TOWARDS THE LATVIAN LANGUAGE 
 

When asking pupils what they feel hearing the Latvian language, answers of 

Riga and Daugavpils pupils differ. Riga secondary school pupils pointed out that the 

like towards the language depends on the level how well you know this language. Any 

different opinions do not influence the attitude of Riga pupils towards the Latvian 

language.  

Accordingly Daugavpils pupils pointed out that in some situations they find the 

Latvian language pleasant but in other - unpleasant. Trying to explain their positive or 

negative feelings towards the language, pupils acknowledged that it possibly depended 

from pronunciation. In the group of Daugavpils pupils there were respondents who did 

not like the pronunciation of Latvian youngsters. They explain their dislike with the fact 

that youngsters while communicating use slang words. Some pupils made a guess that 

possibly the dislike towards the language was a counter-reaction to the fact that at 

school they were forced to study the Latvian language.     

- If you know, then it’s normal [are willing to speak Latvian]. (Riga) 

- [while communicating] with youngsters the language is somehow softer. […] I do not know 
what it depends on. More slang or what …. (Daugavpils) 

- Maybe pronunciation ... for youngsters this pronunciation is somehow wilder. (Daugavpils) 

- [Sometimes there are situations], when you walk, somebody starts talking Latvian, sounds so 
wild, disgusting, I don’t want... [But another time] you start talking Latvian to somebody and 
just the opposite, somehow you want it, although the word-stock is little, it comes naturally, 
different words, you remember, start talking. Pleasant. (Daugavpils) 

- Sometimes it irritates, when I go somewhere, next to you somebody starts talking Latvian and 
even without stresses. Sometimes it starts to irritate. Maybe because they push on you this 
language in this subject, that subject [several subjects]. All this accumulates. When for a long 
time you are forced to do things you do not want, it starts to irritate.  (Daugavpils) 
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2.2.3. COMMUNICATION WITH LATVIANS 

 

As it was reflected before, outside school pupils meet and make friends also 

with youngsters of Latvian ethnicity but almost ever their communication takes place in 

the Russian language. Such behaviour, according to the pupils’ words, is mutually 

beneficial because communication may proceed faster; interlocutors understand each 

other better and are able to express themselves more precisely. But at the same time 

secondary school pupils point out that no communication in the Russian language is 

possible, for example with 5th Grade pupils of Latvian ethnicity because they do not 

know the Russian language.   

- If I, let’s say, approach some fifth grader and start talking to him in Russian, he would 
simply not understand me. They do not know Russian. (Riga) 

 

Analysing pupils’ statements about their mutual relations with the 

representatives of Latvian ethnicity, it must be pointed out that situations and relations 

with Latvians differ between pupils from Riga and Daugavpils.  

Several pupils from Daugavpils, when speaking about their relations with 

Latvian youngsters, acknowledge that there are no quarrels or strife among them. As 

well pupils assure that they do not stick to the opinion that one’s ethnicity indicates if 

the person is good or bad.  

- There is no such problem, if Latvian, then bad. It’s not like tat. Not from our side, for sure.  

Still in some situations pupils of Daugavpils secondary schools have indirectly 

felt negative attitude towards the representative of Russian ethnicity. In one of the cases 

in presence of this pupil, Latvians, when discussing some theft, made a conjecture that it 

had been done by some Russian. The youngster had not reacted to such a statement, 

pretended not to understand what the talk was about and no conflict situation broke out, 

but she had an unpleasant feeling and resentment about the fact that people of her 

ethnicity were considered to be “bandits”. 

-In Riga I had been living in a Latvian family for two days, and they did not know that I 
understood them. They thought that I had been living in some out-of-way- place (v glushi) did 
not know any Latvian language. They speak among themselves – here, at one theft video 
camera, money was stolen, stole something… They say – likely only Russians could do that. It 
is, think that Russians are bandits. I simply did not want to argue as I lived with those people. 
(Daugavpils) 
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- During summer often came from Riga, mostly guys, to rest in our city. There was a situation, 
came 4 guys from Riga and discussed in Latvian and started blaming Russians. They themselves 
came to the city, knowing that Russian and started blaming. Simply it was unpleasant for me to 
listen.  (Daugavpils) 

Similar unpleasant situations were told by some other pupils, who when 

participating in the General Latvian Folk Song Festival as singers of a choir, had felt 

mockery and humiliation from participants of the Latvian ethnicity. When asked about 

their opinion of such behaviour of Latvians, pupils from Daugavpils secondary schools 

explain it with very strong patriotic feelings of Latvians (“it is some nationalism”). 

- We went to the Song Festival, where they practically spoke Latvian. From different angles. We 
as Russian speakers, we could feel such pressure on us. Irony, hidden mockery. It was clear, 
with such a hint, why Russians came to a Latvian festivity.  (Daugavpils) 

- In reality, they do not know how to sing, such amateur performances. We came, young voices, 
new choir, sing very well in Latvian, we have to sing only in Latvian. […] They just humiliated 
us. (Daugavpils) 

The issue of Russian pupils’ communication with Latvians is now studied by 

the Baltic Institute of Social Studies within the framework of the research “Evaluation 

of a two-stream school as an example of bilingual education” (2003). In this respect, 

there is a possibility to consider the statements made during group discussions by pupils 

(Grades 10-12) of two-stream schools (Daugavpils, Ilūkste and Dagda) what are similar 

to the pupils’ opinions about their attitudes with Latvians collected within the 

framework of this study.  Pupils point out that there are no ethnic conflicts in two-

stream schools between Latvian and Russian pupils, and pupils of different ethnicities 

get on well among themselves.  

- Very well [when Russians and Latvians study together at one school]. We understand each 
other, no problems. (Daugavpils) 

- Usually there are no conflicts. There were some small quarrels, but not Russians with 
Latvians. (Daugavpils) 

- Just due to the ethnicity we do not have any conflicts. (Ilūkste) 

Some pupils think that it is even interesting to study at a two-stream school and 

communicate with Latvians because every ethnicity has different traditions and 

interests. Nevertheless some pupils acknowledge that they do not want close 

friendship with Latvian youngsters what they explain with prejudiced outlooks. 

- [For Russians and Latvians] is better together. Different interests, different traditions. You 
may learn, contact with each other. (Dagda) 

- I think it would be difficult for me to be friends with Latvians, every day. It of course would be 
good for my knowledge of Latvian. I would prefer to be friends with children, pupils of my 
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ethnicity. Of course, there is no difference, all people are the same, but still there are such inner 
prejudices. (Daugavpils) 
 

Returning back to this survey during focus group discussions with Riga 

secondary school pupils there were voiced two opinions concerning relations with 

Latvians. One part is sure that quarrels and conflicts, as they think, are mostly caused by 

people’s personal opinions, not ethnicity. The other part was sure that quarrelsome 

situations might be caused by different mentality.  

- Different mentalities. Several times I had quarrels due to this, somehow different people. 
(Riga) 

- Perceive differently. Some things [Latvians] perceive differently, but a Russian person in a 
completely different way. (Riga) 
 

The differences between the statements of Riga and Daugavpils pupils 

concerning their relations with Latvians mostly are determined by the factor, that in 

Daugavpils representatives of Latvian ethnicity are minority and the predominant is one 

– Russian culture environment. In Riga situation mutual interrelation of Latvians and 

non-Latvians is possible more often than in Daugavpils, and the differences of mentality 

are more evident.   

Summarising, you have to say that concerning ethnic relations neither Riga nor 

Daugavpils pupils point out to conflict situations, rather you may speak about lack of 

more intensive communication between Latvians and Russian speaking population what 

irrefutably could further the process of society integration.   
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II. EXPERT EVALUATION 
 
 

STUDY DESCRIPTION  
 
 

AIM 

To supplement the opinions of focus groups about the process of national minority 

education reform, as well as sketch the potential directions of policy development.  

 
TASKS 

• To find out the main issues about which there are discussions in policy 

makers’ community in relation to language and bilingual education issues.  

• To reveal the range of the opinion of experts in relation to problematic aspects 

of the reform.  

• To analyse assessments in connection with the conclusions from the previous 

studies.  
DATA GATHERING METHODS 

• 10 semi-structured, approximately 30 minutes long interviews with experts 

who are involved in developing the policy of bilingual education – deputies of the 

position and opposition in Saeima, municipality representatives, university professors, 

leaders of non-governmental organisations protecting minority rights. 

• Analysis comprises opinions from semi-structured interviews with newspaper 

reporters (10) who write about ethnic issues in Latvia. 

• A review of problematic legal norms was also performed.  

 

RESULTS 

 
EXPLANATION AND INTERPRETATION OF THE QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS OF THE 

STUDY “LANGUAGE”  
 

 The results of the study “Language” (BISS, 1996-2002) from the end of the 

year 2002 prove that over the last 6 years the number of those national minority 

representatives who consider knowing of Latvian “very important” has decreased. 

Experts were asked to comment these data.  

53% of the Russian respondents have given a response “very important” to the 

questions “To your mind, how important is it that all inhabitants of Latvia are fluent 
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in Latvian?” in 1997, but in 2002 this number has decreased to 38%. The experts 

involved in developing the policy of minority education interpret these data in several 

main ways. They explain them by cosmopolitanism of minorities, negative influence 

of mass media and reduced requirements at the country level. 

Several experts emphasised the mutual competition of languages. They 

explained the tendency with the fact that, when accessing the European Union, more 

need to communicate in English can be foreseen. Perhaps due to this reason acquiring 

Latvian is not considered so important anymore among minorities. It also has to be 

added that quantitative data do not support this statement. Comparatively small part 

of Russians and people of other ethnic groups admit acquiring English to be very 

important. Slightly above 20% respondents of the given groups have given this 

response “very important” in a representative survey in Latvia.  

- (..) so, children speaking in Russian, (..) parents of these children consider that is not 
compulsory to know Latvian. Anyway we are accessing the European Union where English 
will be the basic language and let the child acquire English better and more perfectly and he 
will have a better future. But I think that is not what children think, this opinion is planted 
into children exactly by their parents.  

- (..) it is the feeling of the minority that they are more cosmopolitic (..) they target themselves 
more to finding a place in Europe, in the world. And therefore this fear that they will have to 
stay here and therefore they have to acquire the language to compete here is not that big for 
them. 

 The wish to acquire the official state language is related to certain 

psychological motifs in the context of the Language Law. Two experts, who are 

teachers of Latvian by profession, explained the data by reduction of strictness in 

policy implementation. Namely, at the end of the 90s a number of normative 

documents about the necessity to use the language in different areas were adopted due 

to which minority representatives were worried about their knowledge. However, 

now they have understood that these normative documents do not leave a special 

impact on their everyday life.  

- (..) if a law is adopted, he does not accept that at the beginning, he starts to fear what will 
happen now, how it will impact my life. Then he sees that the law does not influence him 
negatively anyhow, and then he calms down a bit..  

- (..) requirements for use decreased. The regulations became softer – where it [language] 
has to be known and where not.  
 A representative of a non-governmental organisation related to the protection 

of national minority rights, when explaining the data, emphasised the instrumental 

motivation possessed by minorities when acquiring the language: “You see, the 

language is not the main argument to achieve something in life. Language is a tool(..).” 
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 Two politicians from a party representing mainly the interests of Latvians in 

Saeima, explained the decrease of the motivation for learning the language with the 

negative influence of mass media. Mainly the campaign against the changes in 

education realised by the Russian press over the recent years is mentioned. Journalists 

are criticised for manipulating with decisions and provisions of European rights, 

which leaves negative impact on the opinion about the necessity to acquire the 

language.  

-  (..) I think it is related to the campaign of the last years against the changes in education 
concerning the language issues. And it is also related, of course, to the fact that the press 
published in Russian has been involved on a large scale in this campaign. They often 
manipulate with assumed decisions, interpret things not precisely, and manipulate with the 
provisions of European rights.  

- (..) both mass media and especially information sources of other countries spread thoughts 
that a bilingual community can exist here, that acquiring the state language cannot be 
imposed on people, that it violates human rights. Consider at least those activities recently at 
the European Parliament.  
 A deputy from the opposition questioned the data offered for interpretation as 

such, which perhaps indicates a development of certain disbelief in research agencies: 

“I consider that they are incorrect data because according to my own experience, and I am 

talking to a very wide range of people, almost all Russian-speaking inhabitants of Latvia 

want to know the official state language at the highest level possible.”   

We can conclude that experts evaluate the findings of the quantitative study 

“Language” performed in 2002 rather differently. The decrease in the number of 

those national minority people who admit acquiring Latvian as “very important” can 

be explained by the influence of mass media, by the changes in the policy 

implementation process and also perhaps by the improvement of the knowledge of the 

minority language itself.  

 
EVALUATION OF THE NATIONAL MINORITY EDUCATION POLICY PROCESS  

  
 National minority education reform has become a widely discussed problem 

in the public discussion arena in the last years. This policy plans to introduce 

bilingual education, as well as transition to learning mainly in Latvian in the 

secondary school stage in minority schools. It seems that participants of non-

governmental organisations representing national minority interests can give the most 

adequate response to the question: “Why is this problem important?” They base the 
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topicality of this with the fact that now “the central point of tension has moved from 

issues of citizenship to the issues of the official language and education policy.” 

 The latter two problems to large extent are related to the introduction of 

bilingual education in minority schools in Latvia. Although one can argue about the 

starting point of this process – whether to date it with introducing two subjects in 

Latvian in basic school that happened in 1995 or launching the implementation of 4 

national minority models in 1999 – the milestone for records usually is the latter. The 

main reproach in this context is about rushing the whole process – not enough time 

was devoted to discuss this issue and to prepare. This drawback in policy 

development was emphasised by representatives of several non-governmental 

organisations.  

-  Perhaps it could have been ideal if there would have been a preparation time (..) with the 
bilingual education it was so that in summer Saeima said “it will be!”. And then everybody 
started to think - how exactly are we going to do it?  

- (..) we introduced very fast. It was agreed in March and already in June the school 
principal has to choose. Principals did not understand the programmes but the Ministry 
imposed. Nobody explains what programmes they are. Teachers are on vacation – they could 
not discuss.  

 Experts from non-governmental organisations also commented on the course 

of the process of the implementation of bilingual education. In this context the fact 

that it was started from the “top” was assessed as problematic. Namely, these changes 

in policy were the initiative by the government and to large extent by Latvians but it 

did not come as a proposal from minorities themselves. However, one should 

remember that in Latvia there are comparatively many national minority schools 

where Latvian was introduced in the study process long before the beginning of the 

state policy. Nevertheless, the process in those schools cannot be evaluated 

unequivocally because the initiators were mainly school principals, not the pupils and 

their parents.  

 - In Latvia the introduction of this bilingual education came from the Latvians (..). And thus 
the resistance or the fact that you yourself have not been the initiator remains all the time, to 
my mind (..). But in fact that’s the matter of Latvians – everything that is going on.  

- It is a process that cannot be characterised unequivocally. At the beginning it was like a 
demand from the state, the government because parents did not know how to teach the 
official language to minorities (..).  

 One expert emphasised that implementation of minority education policy in 

this country to a large extent is “Latvian business”. However, protection of the 

interests of national minorities often is related to participation of different 

international organisations in the processes of Latvia. As the main institutions in this 
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context we can mention European Council, European Commission, UN, European 

Union. Activists of non-governmental organisations dealing with national minorities 

also often quote reproaches of international experts to the government about not 

observing minority interests when implementing the education policy.  

As to the viewpoints of international organisations about the processes in 

Latvia, experts give very different opinions -  deputies of Saeima position emphasise 

that the European Union in general has a positive evaluation of the processes, the 

opposition claims the opposite, i.e., that this institution advises to introduce 

significant changes.  

- (..) Ferhoigen and all the others have admitted that in Latvia these things have been put in 
order and we correspond to the provisions of European Union, otherwise we would not be 
accessed there as a candidate state if these issues would not be solved. The viewpoint is 
positive but, evidently, political order still exists. And therefore this case is moved exactly this 
way – Russian speaking people protest, the Russian speaking organise these demonstrations 
with different slogans and so on. And all the time the case is incited artificially.  

-  (..) from European Council, from the committees, from European Union (..) in all 
recommendations there is an idea that all reforms still have to be agreed with the national 
minorities themselves, it has to be done in a dialogue and there are also more strict 
recommendations that the Law on Education has to be changed.  

- Pressure, yes, evidently the pressure has been such that they had to step back but one 
cannot step back eternally. (..) And I am convinced also by the reasons why we had to step 
back but it is just a small step back, it does not diminish the essence.  
 Although some of the experts emphasise that there is “pressure” from the 

international organisations, in most cases they characterise the process as a 

development of a democratic dialogue. Discussion about the optimal variant in the 

implementation of minority education policy is going on continuously. It takes place 

among both foreign and local experts. However, representatives of non-governmental 

organisations dealing with protection of minority rights in Latvia rather characterise 

the discussion of the current processes with the word “formal”. In other words, only 

those people who are ‘for’ are involved in the discussion process initially and the 

interests of the opposition are not respected. Thus representatives of some non-

governmental organisations emphasise that no dialogue exists.  

- (..) when we became a candidate state, talks between different European structures and us, 
logically we had a dialogue (..) but it was a dialogue, it was not a dictate.  

- (..)  it will never be so that everybody will be a hundred percent enthusiastic but I think that 
it is a way how Latvia can solve the transition to this education in Latvian. And (..) a 
compromise that we have now, it has been reached by the oppositional pressure (..).  
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- Formal discussion from soviet times. A team where people are “for” and “against” has to 
be there, we have to agree on the points. But otherwise we will live in parallel worlds and 
will not believe into the other. A dialogue is needed.  
 The “formal discussion” mentioned by the experts in the process of the 

implementation of bilingual education can be related to a certain policy making 

model, i.e., “implementation from the top”. Opinion differs as to the appropriate way 

how the reform should be implemented. On the one hand, a municipality 

representative emphasises that initially there should have been a stronger approach in 

the implementation of bilingual education, on the other hand, a Saeima deputy 

indicates to the need for initiative coming from the pupil.  

- (..) now, yes, now its seems that everything has been put in order. The courses kind of gave 
the opportunity to acquire everything already long ago and that’s it. I don’t know who was to 
be blamed but there should have been more pressure on us from the above. The parents 
should have received explanations, because it was not, was not, was not explained sensibly to 
the parents – what it is, why it is needed this way.  

- (..) that they are required to learn the language from the above. But we have to learn 
ourselves – with pleasure.  
 One more currently specific aspect of national minority education reform is 

the elections of Saeima last year, as a result of which a lot of new players have 

entered. Thus, decisions about the further fate of minority schools will be made by 

completely other deputies than those who began this process. To some extent it can 

be claimed that previous Saeima was more oriented to “preserving Latvian values” 

and one of the deputies even wished: “(..)the new government, here I mean the last 

government should invest more financial resources exactly in supporting education, Latvian 

education.” 

 Current Saeima sets other priorities – European Union, postponing the issue 

of minority education to a later time: “(..) simply because of European Union and other 

issues [they] consider that first these have to be implemented. And then there could be more 

strict [national minority education] policy and again we could return to it because the policy 

can be changed.”  

 Several experts who are teachers of Latvian by profession connected 

difficulties in the implementation of minority education reform with lack of 

motivation, unwillingness and laziness. Emphasising that the speed of the reform 

should not be slowed down or increased, which in general marks support to the 

changes taking place in national minority schools.  

- Everything can be done if one wants to. To a large extent there is unwillingness. I think this 
policy definitely has to be continued consistently.  
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- I think the speed is normal, normal, completely sufficient for the parents, those who are 
interested to understand this process already. Better do not make it faster but well (..) More 
slowly neither.   

 
 

BILINGUAL EDUCATION – METHODS OF TEACHING LATVIAN  
 

Although taking into consideration the aims of the particular study, as well as 

sample specifics (there were no teachers who teach at school) it was not planned to 

speak about the methodological aspects of bilingual education and teaching Latvian, 

many of the experts spoke about that. As these issues were widely discussed in focus 

group discussions with national minority parents who gave their interpretation about 

the difficulties and problems in bilingual education, this theme was also included in 

the analysis of experts’ interviews. Discussion mainly was held around the difficulties 

faced when implementing bilingual education and teaching Latvian. These difficulties 

can be divided into four groups – context of education system, teaching materials, 

teachers and methods.  

Several experts indicated that there are so many problems with the minority 

school reform in Latvia only because the education system as such is not arranged. 

Authoritative study process, general decrease in the knowledge of languages – 

including Latvian pupils – are mentioned as difficulties and problematic aspects.  

 - (..) it seems to me that bilingual education caused overload for the education system, which 
in turn revealed the difficulties. Because if the study process is authoritative, if the teacher is 
standing in front of the classroom and saying: “Open the books, close the books!”,  it is dull 
and it is twice as dull if it takes place in two languages (…) I think it was the biggest problem 
that bilingual education revealed these education problems in general. Let’s say authoritative 
school environment and the fact that teachers are afraid to be creative and frank.  

- Now it is again comfortable to put on bilingual education – this level falls because of 
“bilingual education”. But I think that if Latvian schools where bilingual education does not 
interfere were analysed, it is doubtful the language level of the children in Latvian school 
would have grown. Unlikely. I am afraid problems are completely different.  

 There is one more problem especially characteristic to Latgale, and it is lack 

of teaching materials in Latvian. If the well-off Riga often can afford to buy the 

necessary books, then in Daugavpils, where the population income level is much 

lower,  transferring to learning in Latvian in secondary schools, the books will have to 

be bought by the parents.  However, even in this city the situation will be different in 

different educational establishments.  

- Simply secondary school pupils will have to buy Latvian books on their own. They are not at 
the library, there are no resources to buy them.  
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- (..) maybe also this different situation – also on the book issues, in fact. It can be better in 
one school, worse – in another. And it is worse in this school because this school needs those 
books almost “right away”. But another school has somehow “carried” it and has already 
purchased the books. Another has considered: “Why do I need those books?”  

In the context of bilingual education  a number of achievements is mentioned 

in relation to the development of teaching materials – over the last years a lot has 

been written. However, one expert mentioned also the difficulties: “The problem could 

be in teaching means, that there are no textbooks (..), maybe too few, maybe better for some 

subjects and less in other.” 

 A reproach to the policy makers of bilingual education about the insufficiently 

worked out methodological basis when starting the reform is widespread. Experts 

emphasise that models first had to be piloted in some schools and only then 

introduced at the country level. At the same time a representative of a non-

governmental organisation doubted the approach as such seeing the main problem in 

the shortage of qualitative teachers of the Latvian language. Another expert from the 

public sector indicated to the fact that the notion “bilingual education” has not been 

defined precisely in Latvia. As a result our understanding differs a lot from the one in 

other countries of the world.  

- (..) we differ a lot with our understanding as to what bilingual education is. (..) because now 
we accept bilingual education to Russian schools a lot.  

- (..) also from life, for example, will come somebody to me, let’s say a teacher of history: 
“Please give me something to read about the methodology.” What will I give him? There are 
two books – one by Baker and another by Alijeva and Kaze. Yes, they contain advice, but is 
that enough? There are also some publications of LVAVP.  
 Methodological difficulties in the implementation of national minority 

education reform are also related to the readiness of teachers. Although responsible 

Saeima deputies say in discussions that “teachers, in fact, should be stimulated”, there 

are still problems in this area. First, one has to taken into account the fact that in this 

group the number of non-citizens is even larger than in total in society (if it is 

approximately one third among the teachers1, in society – 21%). Second, the low 

payment to the teachers is a well-known fact that causes a number of social problems. 

Experts mentioned lack of special higher education programme for bilingual teachers 

as one of the aspects that currently is being solved.  

 - (..) in principal we demand bilingual education but on the other hand, we can demand: 
“But where in Latvia do you prepare this kind of teachers?” There are teachers for primary 

                                                 
1 Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education 2002, BISS 
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schools, pre-schools, teachers of physics, chemistry but they are not bilingual teachers. They 
are not.  

 - Teachers – those who in fact teach bilingual or will teach bilingual, they come to courses, 
but they were not in the first rows. As the first, who were taught by this LVAVP programme,  
were teachers of Latvian. Bilinguals came afterwards. (..) if a bilingual teacher himself has 
no understanding what bilingual education is, then how (..) an unprepared person can 
explain anything to parents?  

- I think that these social problems, that leaves an impact that I don’t want anything anymore. 
No Baker.  

 However, although experts often indicate to drawbacks and difficulties in the 

implementation of the national minority education reform, they rather unanimously 

admit that over the last years very much has been done –knowledge of Latvian among 

minority youth has significantly improved. And in this respect we have to hope for 

the continuous process in the future too.  

 - (..) in these five years or more very much has been created in the area of teaching Latvian 
(..) the level has grown fantastically. And it is rather the one that shocks me when I suddenly 
see somebody who does not speak – how can that be?  
 
 

CHANGES TO BE BEGUN IN 2004 CONCERNING THE USE OF THE LANGUAGE IN  
SECONDARY SCHOOLS  

 
 The reform of national minority schools can be divided into two stages – 

introduction of bilingual education in Grades 1-9 and transition to studies mainly in 

Latvian in secondary schools. The latter has to begin on September 1, 2004, when 

according to normative documents in force now studies in grade 10 will begin mainly 

in Latvian. However, there are still a lot of unclear things because of both the laws 

regulating the area contradict each other and the opinions – at least in the policy 

developers’ community – are radically different. A deputy from the Saeima 

opposition said the following about the first problem in the discussion: “Definitions are 

different in both laws – Law on Comprehensive Education and Law on Education. But there 

are two ways how to approach this. The first is to soften the requirements and the second 

variant could be as follows: increase the requirements in the Law on Comprehensive 

Education. Such an offer has not come from the government. (..) A completely free choice is 

allowed as to which subjects will be taught in Latvian in the school – singing, sports or crafts 

or any other subjects. I do not think these were subjects that will encourage successful 

acquiring of Latvian, acquiring of the language culture.”2 

 At the same time a journalist from a newspaper published in Russian looked at 

the issue from a completely different aspect – actualised the topic of the interaction of 
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society and legislation: “The problem is another one, that it is immoral (..), that we cannot 

observe one law, the Law on Education (..) because it is impossible to observe it.” 

 The issue about the necessity to regionalise this policy is an important issue of 

discussions now related to the transition of 2004, i.e., to differentiate its 

implementation in different places of Latvia. Mainly it is about applying different 

requirements for Latgale. In the context of this issue, opinions divide rather 

proportionally between “for” and “against” – a similar number of experts support 

both positions. It has to be admitted that argumentation to support the opinions has 

not been very wide. Supporters prove their viewpoint by common regularities of 

education policy, by mentioning the great variety of schools, and also by giving 

Daugavpils as an example of the problematic region. It also has to be admitted that 

supporters of the differentiated approach are connected with the representation of 

minority interests.  

-  (..) schools are very different (..) should this proportion 40 – 60 be equal for all? I doubt, I 
really doubt it should be like that. I consider that it is incorrect approach by definition – to 
determine strict proportions for all schools.  

- It has been determined by our Ministry and our commission also is of the same opinion that 
it will not be possible for all of us to be ready to transfer. There will be regional differences – 
undoubtedly (..) in the number of subjects – it won’t be possible to achieve it similarly with 
all schools in all regions of Latvia. For example, there will be certain problems as it has been 
claimed, in some areas of Latgale, maybe there will be some problems in Daugavpils.  

It is interesting that experts from Daugavpils do not want the regionalisation 

of the transition of the year 2004 and claim that the city will not experience any 

problems in this respect. Such a yielding will only make the course of the reform 

more difficult and there will be no special gains from it.  

- All our schools are ready. They have already announced all the subjects with teachers who 
will teach in Latvian next year. And I know that these teachers really speak Latvian.. I don’t 
see a problem (..) Of course, we have problems with many teachers at basic school and also 
in primary school. But I don’t think there should be a regional approach because this process 
can last forever if a certain year is not set.  

 There are many deniers of regional differentiation in Riga as well. The need 

for a common approach in relation to the year 2004 transition to studies mainly in 

Latvian in national minority secondary schools is justified by the political sensitivity 

of this issue and also by the claim that motivation to speak the official language will 

fall even more. The fact that one can always find differences among schools – some 

are more prepared, others are less, and the latter can be helped by the Ministry of 

                                                                                                                                            
2 http://www.saeima.lv/steno/st_97/st0110.html 
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Education and Science is also given as an argument. To a certain extent this 

discussion can be related to theoretical reflection on different policy making models 

and schemes.  

- (..) I think that we have to find some average formula, at least in a secondary school, 
because taking into account that it is politically so heightened [issue], these things should not 
be regionalised. But at the same time regional approach in basic education now is not 
excluded because schools can choose the bilingual education model.  

- (..) if some schools experience specific difficulties, the ministry doesn’t refuse to help and 
pay special attention to those schools. But to step back separately in a certain region (..) it 
seems to me no difference is required – it will only more decrease the motivation to speak 
Latvian.  

- It is a very difficult and tough question because I think that Latgale itself is a very specific 
region and the voting for European Union also showed it when a large part of the population 
voted against. (..) I think that yes [should not be regionalised]. Because (..) if we transfer like 
this, there will always be a smaller region where again there are some changes.  
 Although most of the experts found the regionalisation of the transition to 

studies in the Latvian language to be an issue worth discussing, some participants 

involved in politics expressed more radical views: “(..) [transition of 2004] has to be 

cancelled in any case (..) and no minority representatives have ever asked the country to start 

this reform.”  

 
MASS MEDIA 

  
Recently the often-mentioned topic is influence of mass media on the 

implementation of national minorities’ education reform. In this context the press 

writing in Russian is usually criticised as they reveal a rejecting position toward the 

specific policy, but the problem has a number of other aspects as well. Here we can 

distinguish among, first, an issue about modern mass media as private companies 

whose important task is gaining profit to their owners. Second, the well-known 

attitude about the existence of parallel information rooms – in Latvian and in Russian 

– can be mentioned. Third, the role of mass media in the implementation of 

democracy. Fourth, the problematic issue in Latvia about the professionalism of 

journalism.  

A Saeima deputy related the generally negative attitude to the national 

minorities education reform of the Russian press with the “fear to lose the reader” 

because if the minorities know Latvian, these newspapers will simply go bankrupt. 

However, the issue cannot be dealt that one-sidedly. The journalists themselves also 

admit the fact that an opportunity to gain profit is important but they are not really 
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afraid to lose the readers because “Latvian newspapers” are not interested in minority 

problems and do not write about them.  

- We are a private company, we write about what worries our readers.  

- (..) I would not like to say anything about the press. It is clear itself – if the employer, the 
editor, makes him prepare such an article, he does it. More or less.  

- “[there is an opinion that] if Russians learn Latvian, you will lose the readers.” We won’t, 
absolutely not, because Latvian press is not interested in non-Latvian problems in Latvia (..) 
non-Latvians do not find there answers to these questions they are interested in. (..) They find 
it important how to live with this country that does not accept you and sometimes even 
pushed back. (..) they will not read Latvian newspapers if the papers will not change.  

 Other experts also admit existence of two rather separated information rooms 

– one in Latvian, another in Russian. One of them even emphasised that if you want 

to have an objective opinion about the current processes, you have to read newspapers 

of both. Experts emphasise that the part of Latvian audience interested in the minority 

education reform and ethnical issues is not that large in total. A journalist writing in 

the official state language newspaper saw her role in the facilitation of the 

understanding and awareness of the integration processes among Latvians.  

- If we tell about this so much in Latvian press, let’s say, in Latvian press where rather 
regularly you will find some articles, then people do not really understand how it relates to 
them because it is “about” Russian schools, (..) No, it is an article about what is going on 
with “them”.  

- Usually one speaks about the influence of the press, that it disturbs work. But in reality I 
consider that the press does not disturb work for the one who is working. But the one who is 
looking for the “fifth corner” reads the press favourable for him. If I want to think that 
bilingual education is almost everything in dark colours, I read the press in Russian. If I think 
that bilingual education is in slightly lighter shades I read the press in Latvian.  

- What I have always wanted to achieve or encourage with my articles is for Latvians to 
understand that integration or ethnic relations (the word “integration” has been used so 
much already) is not some kind of business of Russians, gypsies, the polish, the Ukrainians, 
the Belorussians and the others. But, in fact, it is also our business.  

Although most of the experts admit that “parallel information rooms” still 

exist, one radical politician expressed his opinion that current processes are evidence 

for becoming closer: “(..) some years ago Latvian newspapers contained no information 

about the education reform and the opinion of the national minorities on it. Today there is.” 

At the same time participant of the policy representing a non-governmental 

organisation of national minorities related the split information room with the 

conceptual and wide integration issue: “Mass media – an opportunity for one or another 

part to say what cannot be expressed otherwise. Our mistake that we cannot talk together.” 

 Several experts talked about mass media in the context of democracy – in 

relation to the opportunity to express different views and opinions. They spoke also 
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about the function of the “fourth power”, i.e., that the critical approach to the 

government decisions is a direct duty and responsibility of mass media.  

- (..) in variety of opinions and the opportunity to express such a variety of opinions – in our 
country such opinions can exist. I think it is a very bright feature of democracy.  

- (..) for us as journalists the main thing is – to have an opportunity to discuss, that we are 
listened to. Also by politicians and government members, and deputies. So that what we are 
writing about would receive some kind of support. That we know that there will be some  
resonance, some reaction, not a rejection – what are you writing there? But that they went 
deeper into these topics and would try to solve some of the problems – ethnic, maybe also 
education issues, because we do not write just for the sake of writing.   

In the community of the education policy makers, as well as among the 

journalists themselves the attitude towards mass media writing in different languages 

is different. The press in Russian is more often criticised for being one-sided, biased 

and for inciting although some of these features are characteristic also to newspapers 

published in Latvian.    

- (..) we are attacked more than Latvian press (..) they as if can be as they are ours. They can 
criticise (..) , we are as if the strangers and the strangers should not criticise this country and 
its problems.  

- (..) sometimes it is weird to read articles of Russian colleagues that are very biased. And I 
don’t understand that if we go to the same activities and the same press conferences, then it is 
depicted with the demonstration and expression of one’s own opinion, which cannot be 
permitted for the news.  

- I think that [Russian] press reveals this process very one-sidedly, it is unequivocal. And it is 
a negative viewpoint. This has been discussed and also at the ministry level in different 
meetings.  

Only one deputy from a party protecting national minorities’ rights expressed 

support to what is reflected in the newspapers published in Russian in the context of 

the minority education reform. He emphasised that the account of issues in these mass 

media is objective. At the same time a representative of a non-governmental 

organisation indicated to the fact that present critique of the national minorities 

education reform in Russian press is a normal reaction because “you could not so only 

the “most beautiful” things at the beginning (..).” Some experts have a strictly negative 

attitude toward the position expressed in the press published in Russian, especially 

the one related directly to the teaching of Latvian: “(..) press published in Russian on the 

opposite – incites to resist the implementation of the reform.” 

 In general, one-sidedness of the information, cultivating of stereotypes and 

lack of analytical journalism can be referred to the press published in both Latvian 

and Russian. On the one hand, mass media as such are characterised by “an offset 

towards bad news”. On the other hand, in the context of the national minorities 
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education reform competent people admit that they themselves have too little been 

involved in the development of a positive information room and in popularisation the 

achievements in society.  

 - (..) I had an idea that I could write to the press and now I sit down and call our local press, 
one newspaper, and they say: “You know, no, thank you!”  

- I think that, as far as I have gained some impression, the press is looking for an intrigue or 
sensation or something. There are few analytical articles.  

- Why don’t we write about the good? We simply have to write, sit down and write. But we 
always somehow leave for tomorrow.  
 
 

ETHNIC RELATIONS 
 
 Experts emphasised that current clashes of opinions in language and education 

policy have to be related to separate personalities not with the general attitude. They 

say that radical opinions are usually characteristic to individuals who in general are 

alienated from the life of society. Such people in this particular case are found among 

both Latvians and – most often – national minority representatives. 

- (..) some people are moved to the foreground, usually you find some Russian radicals, it is 
always possible to find them.  

- Now radicalisation – people are not accepted by both parts. But it is only a part of people, it 
is not the largest part (..) which are not included in social processes, do not feel that they can 
influence, develop.  

- No, I don’t think that [ethnic relations] would have changed, maybe they are separate 
transgressions, demonstrating something. 

One expert said that one of the activities involving most masses and also 

reflected by mass media most that could be considered as evidence about a certain 

strain of ethnic relations was the meeting in Esplanade, Riga on May 23. During it 

minority representatives mainly protested against the government policy due to the 

year 2004 transition. The fact that a politician from a power party connected this 

democratic form of expressing one's opinion with the failure of the national minority 

education reform gives food for thought.  

- We already see this, if the reform had reached its goal, there should not have been those 
pickets and many other things, these speeches.  

 It is interesting that most of the experts avoid speaking about ethnic relations 

on society scale. The issue received comments only from some Saeima deputies. In 

most cases policy makers either indicated that it required research or turned the 

conversation to their personal experience with people of other ethnic groups: “I dare 
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not judge. I can say from my own life experience at an everyday level that [ethnic relations] 

are rather good, I cannot say anything bad.”  

Experts said rather much and explicitly about one aspect of mutual living of 

people from different ethnic groups – they juxtaposed “politics” and “real life’. It has 

to be admitted that such a division was not made by Saeima deputies but it was rather 

typical for other groups – journalists, municipality employees, university 

representatives. The main statement was that there are no conflicts at a society level 

but they are created from “the top”, for example, when adopting laws. In this context 

one can speak about the political splitting existing in Latvia.  

- It seems to me that exactly among real people the relations do not get worse but somewhere 
in the top political forces incite them.  

- I consider that if any conflicts arise anywhere, they are not among common people. Let's 
say among the middle level people. Or how else could I say it more precisely? Because they 
all are alike. They equally have or do not have social guarantees, salaries and everything 
else. This incitement takes place at another level, and that I believe is the political level.   

- Are we going to a conflict? If you read the press, then yes. In fact, it might be so. (..) It, to 
my mind, is pure politics, people in Daugavpils live friendly.  

- (..) we are divided by politicians, people do not divide themselves. And there have been 
moments when it seemed we all would be together soon. And then another law is adopted, 
deliberately some wedge is made. Something such is adopted that everybody is infuriated and 
everybody curses at the others. 

Integration of society is another topic the policy makers discuss in the context 

of ethnic relations. State programme by this understands “mutual understanding and 

co-operation of individuals and groups within the framework of a common country”3. 

Deputies of the Saeima give a rather general opinion about this theme – that it is 

necessary, important. Whereas deputies from the opposition parties emphasise the 

problematic character of the ethnic integration in the case of Latvia.  

- (..) integration is the most important and it cannot or should not be imposed. (..) You think 
of a way how to achieve it – I don’t know whether it can be named with “cunning”, then the 
issue can be solved.  

- They will respect this country and not only a specific government, but also exactly the 
country. And we speak about the integration of society, about inclusive society, it is a decisive 
moment. Maybe if I simplify a bit, I would say – if the country does not respect parents, it will 
be very difficult to achieve that children respect the country. And to my mind, it is the major 
problem in all this context, in all this problem.  
 As already the above opinion proves, the issue of ethnic integration in the 

opinion of experts currently is closely connected with the problem of minority 

                                                 
3 State programme “Society Integration in Latvia”, 7 p.// 
http://www.politika.lv/polit_real/files/lv/SIP2.pdf 
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education. Specialists – university representatives, teachers of Latvian – mainly gave 

their opinion about this. In addition, current processes and direction in national 

minority educational establishments was valued positively – experts evaluated well 

both the methodological approach, i.e., introduction of bilingual education, and 

different informal measures facilitating integration.  

 - (..) people themselves deny integration sometimes, even subconsciously. They deny that we 
integrate although the children in schools with the lessons of Latvian and all the activities in 
Russian schools – they are Latvian festivals they learn about and everything – they are 
already being integrated. But we every day, sometimes we even do not want to see it and 
sometimes we even deny that anything is happening. But it is not like that.  

- (..) this integration variant when we have the language that it had to be used. Because if we 
will have Russian schools and close the door, that will be a case of seclusion.  

Experts evaluate the introduction of bilingual education in minority schools of 

Latvia in two ways. On the one hand, most of them admit that the knowledge of the 

official language among the national minority youth has significantly improved. On 

the other hand, as bilingual education refers almost only or only to minorities, Latvian 

pupils know Russian poorly.  

- (..) in those schools where the study process is really qualitative and it is like this in most of 
the schools – we could say about separate teachers this or that. But I think it still facilitates 
[integration]. (..) But as to the language unequivocally, to my mind, this reform helps.  

- (..) as to the language this society of two different communities is created because the new 
generation does not understand Russian. 

 As since the beginning of the minority education reform sufficient time has 

passed, it is possible to perform a certain assessment of this process. Current policy 

results related to the acquirement of the official language are interpreted rather 

positively – many things have been achieved over the last years. A deputy of Saeima 

mentions that the advance has been optimal. An expert emphasises that in other 

places of the world as well national minorities do not know the official language 

perfectly well.  

- (..) we want more and more. It is fantastic over the years what has changed. And it seems to 
me is true for all the world that the language knowledge of the minorities is not that ideal.  

- (..) basically over all these years strengthening of Latvian has been consistently realised in 
Latvia. (..) language policy in Latvia has been quite optimal so far in consider, because a 
significant improvement in the strengthening of the position of the Latvian language has been 
reached. At the same time society has not experienced any excesses. The fact that there are 
separate protests, (..) is a normal phenomenon.  
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III. STATISTICS ANALYSIS 

 

STUDY DESCRIPTION 
 

AIM AND TASK 
 

The aim of statistical data analysis is to get insight into the minorities’ behaviour in 

the context of education reform, with a special focus on the choice of the language of 

instruction.  

 

In order to reach the aim set, the task, within the framework of this study, is to 

characterize the basic education indicators in Latvia within the context of education 

reform. 

 

Mainly two aspects have been examined: 

1. the dynamics of the number of different types of schools (the types of schools are in 

this case: Latvian schools, Russian schools, two-stream schools, national minority 

schools); 

2. the dynamics of the number of pupils in grades and schools of different types and 

different languages of instruction. 

  
DESCRIPTION OF STATISTICAL DATA USED 

Mainly two data sources were used: 

1. The Annual Statistical Bulletin of the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia (CSB) 

“Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” (1991-

20021); 

2. Data published on the website of the Ministry of Education and Science (MES) of 

Latvia2 on comprehensive full-time schools. 

The basic indicators about comprehensive full-time schools and the number 

of pupils (excluding special schools) by types of schools and languages of instruction, 

for the period from 1991 to 2002 were obtained from CSB bulletins (for the year 

2003 no statistical data have yet been prepared and made available). 

                                                      
1 Except for data for the year 1992 that were obtained from the Latvian Statistical Yearbook 1992. 
2 www.izm.gov.lv  
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Comparatively detailed statistics were obtained from the website of the 

MES – data about the comprehensive full-time schools (together with special 

schools) and pupils by school types and languages of instruction in different grade 

groups as well as information about the ethnicity of pupils. These data were obtained 

for the period of time from the school year 1998/1999 or 1999/2000 (depending on 

the indicator) until the school year 2002/2003. 

Non-published information of the MES Statistical Division for the period 

before 1998 was also used in the analysis. Unfortunately, a large part of these data 

cannot be mutually compared, since the methods of data collection and 

summarization have changed in the course of time. 

Differences between the CSB and MES data have also to be taken into 

account, since in the MES data the comprehensive full-time schools include special 

schools3 as well.  

 All the data used pertain to the beginning of the school year (September of 

the calendar year). 

 
STRUCTURE OF ANALYSIS 

At first, the dynamics of the number and relative amount of pupils by different school 

types and languages of instruction. Then the ratio minority pupils studying in Latvian 

was analysed. Basic statistical information about two-stream schools and ethnic 

minority schools is provided separately. 

 

RESULTS 
 

DYNAMICS OF SCHOOL TYPES 

 

In this section statistical data about comprehensive full-time schools are 

analysed with a special focus on the language of instruction and corresponding types 

of schools – schools with Latvian as the language of instruction, schools in which 

                                                      
3 At the beginning of the school year 2002/2003, there were 64 special schools in Latvia, 
altogether 10055 pupils studied in these schools and in special grades. 70% of them study in 
Latvian, 30% - in Russian. 
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minority education programs are implemented and the so-called two-stream schools4, 

in which different programs are implemented. Schools, in which teaching is 

organised according to minority education programs, are subdivided here into 

Russian and the so-called minority schools where the language of instruction is 

Polish, Lithuanian, Ukrainian and Belorussian.  

First, the number of different types of schools is analysed, then – their 

relative amount in percent in the total number of schools.  

 

Number 

 Figure 1.  
Distribution of comprehensive full-time schools by language of instruction 
(excluding special schools)  
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Source: “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” CSB 1991-
2002. 
For data see Appendix 3,Table 1. 
Minority schools where the language of instruction is Polish, Lithuanian, Ukrainian or 
Belorussian are not represented. 
 

                                                      
4 In the Soviet years in all two-stream schools learning was organised in Latvian or Russian 
separately in grades according to the native language of the pupils. In contrast, in the last 
years there is a tendency that in schools with Russian as a language of instruction there are 
grades where already from grade 1 children whose native language is Russian learn only in 
Latvian and follow the programmes of Latvian schools. Schools of this type also appear as 
two-stream schools in statistics because learning in them is organised according to several 
education programmes and in different languages.  
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At the beginning of the 90s the number of Latvian schools increased very 

rapidly (by 112 between 1991 and 1995) and this tendency was held till 1998, though 

with less intensity. Later the number of Latvian schools gradually slightly decreases. 

One of the possible explanations is the closure of small rural schools that began in 

1999. It was caused by two circumstances: first, municipalities could not finance 

schools anymore; second, the number of pupils had fallen. 

Whereas the number of Russian schools decreases continuously already 

from the beginning of the 90s and to 2002 it had reduced by 50 schools. 

The number of two-stream schools increased slightly until mid 90s, after 

that their number began to decrease gradually. Their number has decreased by 30 

schools between 1995 and 2002. 
 

Proportion  

 Figure 2.  
Distribution of comprehensive full-time schools by language of instruction 
(excluding special schools, %) 
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Source: “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” CSB 1991-
2002. 
For data see Appendix 3,Table 2. 
Minority schools where the language of instruction is Polish, Lithuanian, Ukrainian or 
Belorussian are not represented. 
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When comparing the relative amount of schools of different types, two very 

explicit and consistent tendencies can be observed – since 1991 the percentage of 

Latvian schools has grown by 9.4% and has reached 71% in 2002 while the number 

of Russian schools has decreased by 7% and in 2002 the relative amount of Russian 

schools is 17%. The proportion of two-stream schools has only slightly changed – if 

compared with the beginning of the 90s, it has fallen by about 3% and in 2002 the 

proportion of these schools was 11%. 
 

DYNAMICS OF THE NUMBER OF PUPILS  

 

The dynamics of the number of pupils in schools with different languages of 

instruction reveals the minorities’ attitude and behaviour in the context of minority 

education reform much more than the above-described changes in the number of 

schools with different languages of instruction. The choice of a school usually is the 

decision of the parents; however, it, of course, also depends on the offer of schools at 

the particular place. 

It also has to be assumed that radical changes in the choice of schools 

cannot be expected in the same or the following year right after a new political step in 

minority education5, because the choice of the parents is largely influenced not only 

by the information on the changes in minority schools but also by personal 

experience and experience of others concerning the changes in the study process. 

Change of school or language of instruction is an important step that is usually 

thoroughly thought over by the parents. 

When analysing changes in the number of pupils in schools of different 

types and streams of the language of instruction, changes in the composition of the 

population of the country also have to be taken into account (since the beginning of 

the 90s the proportion of Latvians has grown by approximately 6%, whereas the 

proportion of Russians has decreased by 5%, but the proportion of other minorities 

has changed within the borders of 1%).  

                                                      
5 In school year 1995/96 teaching subjects in Latvian was began in minority schools (2 subjects in 
basic schools and 3 – in secondary schools); In school year 1999/2000 the first grades started to learn 
according to bilingual education programmes chosen by schools. 
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Considering the dynamics of the number of pupils in schools of different 

types and streams of the language of instruction, similar tendencies to the ones 

described concerning the number of schools of different types can be observed; in 

addition, they have mainly remained unchanged since the beginning of the 90s.  

Together with the increase of the number of Latvian schools, the number of 

pupils in them grows fast between 1992 and 1998 and then stabilises, although the 

total number of pupils in the country decreases. In total, from 1991 to 2002 the 

number of pupils in Latvian schools has grown by approximately 50 000.  

 

Number 

 Figure 3. 
Distribution of the pupils of comprehensive full-time schools by streams 
(excluding special schools, thousands)  
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Source: “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” CSB 1991-
2002. 
For data see Appendix 3,Table 3. 
Minority schools where the language of instruction is Polish, Lithuanian, Ukrainian or 
Belorussian are not represented. 
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The fall of the number of pupils in Russian schools is approximately the 

same over this period of time. Already since the beginning of the 90s, the number of 

pupils has been reducing in these schools alongside with the decrease of the number 

of Russian schools, in addition, with an almost unchanging intensity. Since 1999 this 

tendency has become slightly more manifest and the number of pupils in Russian 

schools decreases slightly faster.  

The number of pupils learning in two-stream schools has also decreased, in 

total for approximately 13 000, to the same extent in both Latvian and Russian 

streams. Like in 1991, currently (in 2002) in total by approximately 9000 more pupils 

learn in the Latvian stream than in the Russian stream.  

 

Proportion 

In order to better evaluate the tendencies of changes irrespective of changes 

in the total number of pupils, the proportion of the pupils in the schools of different 

types and streams of languages of instruction can be analysed.  

The proportion of pupils in schools of different types and streams of 

different languages of instruction reveal very consistent tendencies already from the 

beginning of the 90s. The biggest change has taken place in the proportion of the 

pupils of Latvian and Russian schools. If compared to 1991, in 2002 the proportion of 

pupils in Latvian schools has grown by 18% (63% in 2002), but in Russian schools 

decreased by approximately 15% (26% in 2002).  

The part of those pupils who learn in two-stream schools has also decreased. 

In 1991, 14% of the pupils learned in them, whereas in 2002 - only 10.5%. In 

addition, the proportion of pupils in both Latvian and Russian streams has decreased 

to a similar extent (See Figure 4).  
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Figure 4.  
Distribution of the pupils of comprehensive full-time schools by streams 
(excluding special schools, %)  
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Source: “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” CSB 1991-
2002. 
For data see Appendix 3,Table 4. 
Minority schools where the language of instruction is Polish, Lithuanian, Ukrainian or 
Belorussian are not represented. 
 
 

MINORITY CHILDREN IN THE SCHOOLS WITH LATVIAN  

AS THE LANGUAGE OF INSTRUCTION  

 

When analysing the behaviour of minorities in the perspective of the 

minority education reform, one of the main issues is whether the proportion of those 

pupils who learn according to the programs of so-called Latvian schools is growing.  

In 1991 approximately 54% of all pupils in comprehensive full-time schools 

(excluding special schools) learned in Latvian, whereas in 2002 – almost 70%. Thus, 

this number has significantly grown over the period of ten years – by 16% (See 

Figure 5).  
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Figure 5.  
Distribution of pupils in comprehensive full-time schools by the language of 
instruction (%) 
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Source: “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” CSB 1991-
2002. 
For data see Appendix 3,Tables 5.1 and 5.2. 
Minority schools where the language of instruction is Polish, Lithuanian, Ukrainian or 
Belorussian are not represented. 
 

Comparing the number of pupils learning in Latvian over different grade 

groups, it is evident that in junior grades this proportion is significantly larger – in 

grades 1-4 75% of all the pupils in this grade group learn in Latvian, whereas in the 

senior secondary school grades it is 10% lower or 65% of the pupils. In all grade 

groups the proportion of pupils who learn in Latvian has increased for approximately 

6% since 1998. It also has to be admitted that over the last years the rate of this 

increase is falling.  

Out of all the pupils learning in Latvian, 7.6% are minority pupils. In 1996 

minorities comprised 5% of the total number of pupils learning in Latvian.  

To answer the raised question about the attitude and behaviour of minorities 

in the perspective of the minority education reform, the proportion of those minority 
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pupils learning in Latvian both in Latvian schools and in two-stream schools has to 

be considered.  

In total minorities comprise approximately 32% of the pupils in 

comprehensive full-time schools in Latvia (excluding special schools). But 17% of 

the national minority pupils learn in Latvian, in addition, since 1999 this proportion 

has grown by approximately 5%. Whereas in 1996 only 8% of minority pupils 

learned in Latvian.  

These changes can be explained by both changes in the national minority 

education and the consolidation of the status of Latvian in society. It is possible that 

one of the factors strengthening this tendency is the decrease of the number of 

Russian and two-stream schools.  

More and more often education specialists speak about national minority 

children in schools with Latvian as the language of instruction, where mainly 

children with Latvian as their native language learn. In respect of that both 

pedagogical and psychological problems are mentioned. As it was impossible to 

receive precise data about minority children in Latvian schools, the spread of this 

phenomenon can be sketched only approximately.  

In 1991, 45.5% of pupils learned in schools with Latvian as the language of 

instruction, but in 2002 – 63.2%. This increase is much larger than the increase in the 

proportion of Latvians among the population of Latvia over the same period of time. 

It makes us think that on the basis of these changes is the transfer of national minority 

children to or starting learning in Latvian schools or in the Latvian stream in two-

stream schools; in addition, this tendency gets stronger and stronger. Other 

researchers also point to this tendency and they indicate that Latvian is not the native 

language for approximately 9% of the pupils learning in schools where the language 

of instruction is Latvian6.  

When comparing the number of pupils of different ethnic groups 

according to the language of instruction (See Figure 6), it is evident that Latvian 

pupils learn in Latvian more often than children of other ethnic groups. Most of the 

Lithuanians (63%), Estonians (61%) and gypsies (59%) also learn in Latvian. 

                                                      
6 Druviete I., Gavriļina M. (2003). Minoritātes bērni latviešu mācībvalodas skolās (Minority Children 
in Schools with Latvian Language of Instruction). Riga: Ministry of Education and Science. P 5. 
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Whereas pupils of Slavic origin, as well as German and Jewish pupils mainly learn in 

Russian.  
 

 Figure 6. 
Distribution of pupils in comprehensive full-time schools by the language of 
instruction and nationality (%) 
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For data see Appendix 3,Table 6.1 and 6.2. 
 
 

TWO-STREAM SCHOOLS 

 
The number of two-stream schools slightly grows till the middle of the 90s, 

and then it gradually decreases. From 1994 to 2002 it has decreased by 30 schools or 

from 14% to 11% of the total number of comprehensive schools. At the beginning of 

the school year 2002/2003 there were 105 schools in Latvia in which studies were 

organised according to both a programme of Latvian schools and one of the 

programmes of national minority education (See Figure 7). 
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Figure 7.  
Dynamics of the number of two-stream schools  

123 127 127
137 135 137

132 128 117

112
105 105

0

40

80

120

160

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Source: “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” CSB 1991-
2002. 
For data see Appendix 3,Table 7. 
 

One tenth of pupils in Latvia learn in two-stream schools – 10.5% of the 

total number of comprehensive schools (except special schools). Two thirds of them 

learn in the Latvian stream, but one third acquires national minority education 

programmes. If compared to the beginning of the school year 1991/1992, the 

proportion of the pupils in two-stream schools has decreased by 3.5% or 

approximately 13000 pupils in 2002.  
 

MINORITY SCHOOLS 

 

As an alternative to schools with Russian and Latvian as the language of 

instruction, there are also minority schools of different ethnic groups in Latvia. They 

are both private and state financed. In total they do not make a large number and 

mostly teaching takes place in Latvian in these schools. In addition to comprehensive 

subjects pupils are also taught subjects related to the language, culture and history of 

the respective ethnic group. 

Statistics (of both CSB and MES) separates only data about those schools 

where teaching takes place in the language of the particular minority group. In 2002 
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those were 7 schools (Ukrainian, Belorussian and 5 Polish schools). The rest – 

Jewish, Estonian and Lithuanian schools and gypsy classes, as well as Russian 

national schools are included in the data about schools with Latvian or Russian 

language of instruction, therefore this study considers only those as minority schools 

where studying mainly takes place in Ukrainian, Polish or Belorussian.  

 

Figure 8. 
Dynamics of the number of pupils in minority schools  
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Source: “Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year...” CSB 1991-
2002. 
For data see Appendix 3,Table 8. 

 

In 1991, 208 pupils (1% of all national minority pupils in comprehensive 

full-time schools) learned in national minority schools with other languages of 

instruction (Ukrainian, Polish or Belorussian), whereas in 2002 - 1397 pupils (1.4%).  

In total, out of those who learn in national minority schools, approximately 

60-75% belong to the respective minority. The others are mainly Russians, except for 

Polish schools where twice as many Latvians than Russians learn.  

The Polish have the widest national education opportunities among the 

minorities. Already in 1991 there were three schools where one could learn in Polish. 

Since 1995 there are five Polish schools in Latvia (2 in Riga, 3 in Latgale), 1003 

pupils were learning in them at the beginning of the school year 2002/2003.  

Since 1991 a Ukrainian school works in Riga, currently it has 316 pupils. 
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In 1995 in one of Riga schools with Russian as the language of instruction 

classes with Belorussian as the language of instruction were made; some years later it 

was reformed into Riga Belorussian basic school. The number of pupils has gradually 

grown and now the school has almost a hundred pupils.  

From 1995 to 2000 Liepāja secondary school No.8 had some classes with 

Lithuanian as the language of instruction. 
 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
• Comparing with the beginning of the 90s, the number of Latvian schools has 

significantly increased and the number of Russian schools has decreased. 

• Since 1991 the proportion of Latvian schools has increased by 18% and in 2002 it 

made 63% of all the comprehensive schools in the country. 

• Between 1992 and 1998 the number of pupils in Latvian schools has rapidly grown, 

while it has decreased in Russian schools.  

• 17% of minority pupils acquire educational programs in Latvian (in 1996 they were 

only 8%).  

• 11% of all pupils learn in two-stream schools, two thirds of them – in the Latvian 

stream.  

• 1.4% of pupils learn in national minority schools with other languages of instruction 

(Ukrainian, Polish or Belorussian).  

 

Regarding the behaviour of minorities in the context of the education reform, 

the most important trend is the increase of the number and proportion of pupils with 

Latvian as the language of instruction. In addition, already since 1991 this proportion 

has been growing with almost unchanging intensity, therefore it is difficult to assess 

to what extent the choice of the minority language of instruction has been influenced 

by certain changes in minority education (for example, the introduction of bilingual 

education in 1999).  

National minority schools are gradually becoming an important alternative to 

Latvian and Russian schools because the number of pupils of different nationalities is 

growing. However, it has to be added that the language of instruction in these schools 

is mainly Latvian or Russian.   
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Appendix 1 
 

Guides for focus group discussions with parents and pupils  
 

Guide for group discussions with parents 
 

1. Who we are and what we do 
• Thanks for agreeing to participate in the discussion! I hope, it will be 

interesting for all of us!  
We are in the Baltic Institute of Social Sciences (..) and you are 
participants of one of the group discussions organized in connection with 
the research on attitude of the Russian school students’ and their parents 
towards the education reform and the Latvian language.  
Three main topics of conversation: 

- the Latvian language, teaching and the use of Latvian; 
- we are going to talk also about the education reform, necessity of 

this reform;  
- at the end of discussion we will talk about interethnic 

relationships.   
 

2. “Rules of the game” 
• We are interested in your experience and opinion about this issue, 

therefore we ask you to express your personal view freely and without 
fear. Do not be afraid if your opinion is different from what other people 
say, because there are no correct and incorrect answers here and we do 
not have to come to a common opinion of the group. 

• Please speak one at a time, do not interrupt each other. Take it easy if I 
will interrupt you at some moment.  Otherwise we can have not enough 
time for everyone to express himself or herself, and cannot fix an 
interesting idea or opinion.  

• My task - to ask questions, to lead our conversation! If necessary, if 
something is not clear, you can stop me and ask questions. 
 

3. The necessity of recording/ observation and guarantee of confidentiality 
• The recording is being used to fix what is said here and to use it later to 

sum up the results in different groups.  
• All that you say here will be used in a summarized form, and your 

expressions will never appear together with your name.  
 
 

Warming-up part of the discussion 
 

Aim acquaintance with respondents, to find out their social status. Unbinding the 
participants.  
“Let us start by introducing each other, by giving our names.” Moderator tells 
about himself/ herself – tells the name and introduces with his/ her role during the 
discussion.  “Please, tell briefly about yourself, what is your name, how old are 
you, what is your occupation – employed or not, in which grade does your son/ 
daughter study…” 
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I.   Education reform – understanding, evaluation, motivation 
 

What, in your understanding, is the aim of bilingual education? Why do studies take 
place bilingually at Russian schools? What do the initiators of the reform want to 
reach by it?  

Why, in your opinion, this aim can/ cannot be reached by the education reform? 

How this aim has been reached, looking at your children?  

What, in your opinion, do your children gain studying bilingually?  

What, in your opinion, do your children loose studying bilingually?  

To what extent do you agree with the statement “bilingual education is an enforced 
demand”? 

What are the main problems you face as parents whose children study according  to 
the bilingual teaching method?  

To what extent do you personally support bilingual education? Why? 

If you do not support, then, in your opinion, what can be the consequences of such a 
teaching?  

To what extent do you support the transition to the studies mostly in Latvian in 
secondary school classes? What difficulties could cause this transition for your 
children?   

If your children would have a possibility to study more deeply the subjects related to 
their native culture, for example, the history of their nation, traditions, literature, 
language, to what extent would you agree including these optional subjects in the 
school program of your children? Why – yes? Why – no?  

 
II.    Language  
 

 Habits of using the Latvian language 
How often do you have to speak Latvian in everyday life?   

Where do you usually speak Latvian? Do any places exist, where you use only 
Latvian/ only Russian?  
In what situations do you need the Latvian language? Where and in what situations, in 
your opinion, the Latvian language knowledge is not necessary?  

[How willingly do you speak Latvian? What kind of emotions does the speaking in 
Latvian cause in you? 
With what difficulties do you face using the Latvian language?] 
 

 Experience and motivation of acquiring the Latvian language 
How did you acquire the Latvian language? How did you start to use Latvian in 
everyday life?  

Why haven’t you learned the Latvian language?   
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Why did you study the Latvian language? There are people who don’t do that and 
consider they do not need that. To what extent do you agree or disagree with them? 
Why?   

[Except education and work opportunities, why is it worth to know the Latvian 
language?]  

 

 Advantages and limitations caused by the Latvian language  
What does it give to you that you know the Latvian language?  

What is denied to you because you do not know the Latvian language/ your Latvian 
language proficiency is poor?  

Have you felt any limitations because your Latvian language knowledge is very poor? 
What? What were those situations, tell, please!  

 

III.   Ethnic relationships / attitude towards Latvia 

 Communication with Latvians in everyday life 
What language do you use talking to your Latvian friends, acquaintances, and 
colleges at work?   

In what situations do you talk with them in Latvian and in what – in Russian?  What is 
the way you choose the one or another language?  

 

 Ethnic relationships 
How would you characterize your relationships with Latvian speaking inhabitants? 
(Acquaintances, as well as strangers)  

How have these relationships changed in the course of time (for example, what were 
they during the Soviet time and during independency time)? How do they differ? At 
which moment did they change? How do you think, why?  

Have you ever had conflicts with Latvians? Tell about them – where, in what 
situation, who was involved in it, how it resolved, what was the reason of conflict?  

In what situations do disagreements usually occur? 

[How often do you have conflicts with Latvians because of the Latvian language? 
How could such conflicts be prevented?] 
 

 Sense of belonging to Latvia  – attitude towards Latvia and its society 
How much do you feel belonging to Latvia/ society of Latvia? What ties you to it? 
What bothers you to feel belonging?  
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Guide for group discussions with pupils 
 

1. Who we are and what we do 
• Thanks for agreeing to participate in the discussion! We are from the 

Baltic Institute of Social Sciences. We carry out different sociological 
surveys.  Currently we are researching students’ opinion on bilingual 
education as well as their attitude towards the Latvian language and 
Latvia in whole.    
 

2. “Rules of the game” 
• We are interested in your experience and opinion about this issue, 

therefore we ask you to express your personal view freely and without 
fear. Do not be afraid if your opinion is different from what other 
people say, because there are no correct and incorrect answers here and 
we do not have to come to some common opinion of the group.  

• Please speak one at a time, do not interrupt each other. Take it easy if I 
will interrupt you at some moment.  Otherwise we can have not enough 
time for everyone to express himself or herself, and cannot fix an 
interesting idea or opinion.  

• If necessary, if something is not clear, you can stop me and ask me 
questions.  
 

3. The necessity of recording/ observation and guarantee of confidentiality  
• The recording is being used to fix what is said here and to use it later to 

sum up the results in different groups.  
• All that you say here will be used in a summarized form, and your 

expressions will never appear together with your name.  
 

Warming-up part of the discussion 
 
Aim: acquaintance with respondents, to find out their social status. 
Unbinding the participants.  
 
“Let us start by introducing each other, by giving our names.” 
Moderator tells about himself/ herself – tells the name and introduces with 
his/ her role during the discussion. “Please, tell briefly about yourself, 
what is your name, how old are you, in which grade you are, what are 
your interests and how do spend your spare time.” 
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Main part of the discussion - questions 
 

 Experience of bilingual education  
1. What subjects do you study using both Latvian and Russian?   

2. How do you feel at classes taking place in two languages? For example, do you 
feel uncomfortable, tension? In which situations was it?   

3. What kind of difficulties do you face studying bilingually? What is annoying 
you? What are you displeased with?  

Altogether, is it easy or difficult for you to study those subjects that are taking place 
in two languages? If N/А:  But in comparison with the subjects you study only in 
Russian?  

4. If you would have a possibility to study more deeply the subjects related to your 
native culture, for example, to study history of your nation, traditions, literature, 
language, to what extent would you agree to including these optional subjects in 
your timetable? Why – yes? Why – not?  

5. Does studying in two languages offer some new potentialities what you can have 
today? If N/А: Do you feel that after transition to the studies in two languages it has 
become easier to communicate in Latvian? How does it appear? What exactly is 
easier?  

[But in future, for example, entering universities, starting working, in communication, 
other?] 

6. What is your parents’ attitude toward bilingual education? How do you 
evaluate their attitude?  

 
 Attitude towards the Latvian language   

1. Where do you usually speak Latvian? Do any places exist, where you use only 
Latvian/ only Russian?   

2. Where and in what situations the Latvian language is necessary for you?   

3. Where and in what situations, in your opinion, the Latvian language knowledge 
is not necessary? 

4. How willingly do you speak Latvian?  
What kind of emotions does the Latvian language cause in you?    

5. What does it give to you that you know the Latvian language?  

6. Have you ever felt any restrictions because your Latvian language knowledge is 
poor?  
What kind of? Tell, about the situations!  
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 Ethnic relationships / attitude towards Latvia  
1. Do you have friends, acquaintances – Latvians?  

2. Where do you meet them?  

3. In what language do you speak with them?   

4. What is the way you choose the language?  

5. What are your relationships with youth, other people speaking Latvian? 
(Acquaintances, as well as unknown persons)     

6. Have you ever had quarrels, disagreements with Latvians?  Tell about them – 
where, in what situation, who were involved in it, how it resolved, what was the 
reason of conflict?  

To what extent do you feel yourself belonging to Latvia? What ties you to it? What 
bothers to feel belonging?  

What country with do you associate your future? Why?  
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Appendix 2 
 

Guide for expert interviews1 
 
 
 
How do you value the consistency of the policy of bilingual education? Is it, in your 
opinion, based on internal evaluation of the situation or on pressure of international 
organizations? 
 
In your judgement, should regional differences be taken into consideration by the 
implementation of bilingual education? 
 
In your opinion, have the relations between people of different ethnic origin improved 
or deteriorated in last years? How would you characterize these relations? 
 
How do you value the role of mass media in the implementation of bilingual 
education?  In the concrete, you could possibly comment on the significance of the 
press writing in Russian. 
 
Survey data testify that in last years has declined the number of people (from 38% to 
52% - from the year 1996 to 2003) who hold that it is very important for inhabitants 
of Latvia to know Latvian. How would you comment on this fact? 
 
In your opinion, does the ongoing reform of minority education contribute to 
integration of minority youth into the society of Latvia? 
 
Does the way in which the education policy is implemented further, deepen the 
conflict in the society? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 During interviews the sequence of questions was not observed. 
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Appendix 3 
 

Tables of statistical data 
 
 
Table 1. Distribution of comprehensive full-time schools by language of instruction (excluding special schools) 

 
 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Changes 
Total 889 936 959 986 1002 1019 1018 1018 1001 973 965 953 64 
Latvian 554 593 621 646 666 682 691 699 696 687 688 683 129 
Russian 208 212 206 196 195 194 189 185 180 167 165 158 -50 
Two-stream 123 127 127 137 135 137 132 128 117 112 105 105 -18 
Minority 4 4 5 7 6 6 6 7 7 7 7 7 3 
 
 
Table 2. Distribution of comprehensive full-time schools by language of instruction (excluding special schools, %) 
 
 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Changes 
Latvian 62,3% 63,4% 64,8% 65,5% 66,5% 66,9% 67,9% 68,7% 69,5% 70,6% 71,3% 71,7% 9,4% 
Russian 23,4% 22,6% 21,5% 19,9% 19,5% 19,0% 18,6% 18,2% 18,0% 17,2% 17,1% 16,6% -6,8% 
Two-stream 13,8% 13,6% 13,2% 13,9% 13,5% 13,4% 13,0% 12,6% 11,7% 11,5% 10,9% 11,0% -2,8% 
Minority 0,3% 0,4% 0,4% 0,6% 0,5% 0,5% 0,5% 0,5% 0,5% 0,5% 0,5% 0,5% 0,2% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%  
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Table 3.  Distribution of the pupils of comprehensive full-time schools by streams (excluding special schools) 
 

  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Changes 
Total 330468 321098 320534 323499 329840 334646 338970 339842 338577 334572 326772 315448 -15020 
Latvian 150502 151178 158146 166023 174079 181297 188686 194342 201509 203012 203303 199211 48709 
Russian 133360 127249 122989 117305 114021 110886 107947 103953 99906 93799 87901 81715 -51645 
Latvian (In two-stream schools) 27732 26016 24319 24341 25073 25805 26186 26236 22930 22756 21727 21096 -6636 
Russian (In two-stream schools) 18666 16327 14619 15103 15813 15750 15108 14138 12888 13671 12489 12029 -6637 
Minority 208 328 461 727 854 908 1043 1173 1344 1334 1352 1397 1189 
 
 
Table 4. Distribution of the pupils of comprehensive full-time schools by streams (excluding special schools, %) 
 

  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Changes 
Latvian 45,5% 47,1% 49,3% 51,3% 52,8% 54,2% 55,7% 57,2% 59,5% 60,7% 62,2% 63,2% 17,6% 
Russian 40,4% 39,6% 38,4% 36,3% 34,6% 33,1% 31,8% 30,6% 29,5% 28,0% 26,9% 25,9% -14,5% 
Latvian (In two-stream schools) 8,4% 8,1% 7,6% 7,5% 7,6% 7,7% 7,7% 7,7% 6,8% 6,8% 6,6% 6,7% -1,7% 
Russian (In two-stream schools) 5,6% 5,1% 4,6% 4,7% 4,8% 4,7% 4,5% 4,2% 3,8% 4,1% 3,8% 3,8% -1,8% 
Minority 0,1% 0,1% 0,1% 0,2% 0,3% 0,3% 0,3% 0,3% 0,4% 0,4% 0,4% 0,4% 0,4% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%   
 
 
Table 5.1. Distribution of pupils in comprehensive full-time schools by the language of instruction 
 
  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Changes 
Latvian 178234 177194 182465 190364 199152 207102 214872 220578 224439 225768 225030 220307 42073 
Russian 152026 143576 137608 132408 129834 126636 123055 118091 112794 107470 100390 93744 -58282 
Other languages 208 328 461 727 854 908 1043 1173 1344 1334 1352 1397 1189 
Total 330468 321098 320534 323499 329840 334646 338970 339842 338577 334572 326772 315448 -15020 
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Table 5.2 Distribution of pupils in comprehensive full-time schools by the language of instruction (%) 
 
  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Changes 
Latvian 53,9% 55,2% 56,9% 58,8% 60,4% 61,9% 63,4% 64,9% 66,3% 67,5% 68,9% 69,8% 15,9% 
Russian 46,0% 44,7% 42,9% 40,9% 39,4% 37,8% 36,3% 34,7% 33,3% 32,1% 30,7% 29,7% -16,3% 
Other languages 0,1% 0,1% 0,1% 0,2% 0,3% 0,3% 0,3% 0,3% 0,4% 0,4% 0,4% 0,4% 0,4% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%   
 
 
 
 
Table 6.1. Distribution of pupils in comprehensive full-time schools                 Table 6.2. Distribution of pupils in comprehensive full-time schools 
by the language of instruction and nationality                                                         by the language of instruction and nationality (%) 
 
 

  Latvian Russian
Other 

languages Total   Latvian Russian 
Other 

languages Total 
Total 227552 96554 1397 325503 Total 69,9% 29,7% 0,4% 100% 
   Latvians 210261 12472 188 222921    Latvians 94,3% 5,6% 0,1% 100% 
   Lithuanians 1591 912 10 2513    Lithuanians 63,3% 36,3% 0,4% 100% 
   Estonians 109 68 1 178    Estonians 61,2% 38,2% 0,6% 100% 
   Gypsies 945 640 6 1591    Gypsies 59,4% 40,2% 0,4% 100% 
   Germans 104 212 5 321    Germans 32,4% 66,0% 1,6% 100% 
   Belorussians 2075 4653 116 6844    Belorussians 30,3% 68,0% 1,7% 100% 
   Poles 1189 3657 700 5546    Poles 21,4% 65,9% 12,6% 100% 
   Ukrainians 685 3451 190 4326    Ukrainians 15,8% 79,8% 4,4% 100% 
   Russians 10108 68063 174 78345    Russians 12,9% 86,9% 0,2% 100% 
   Jews 27 696 0 723    Jews 3,7% 96,3% 0,0% 100% 
   Other 458 1730 8 2196 

                      

   Other 20,9% 78,8% 0,4% 100% 
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Table 7. Dynamics of the number of two-stream schools 
 
  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
Two-stream schools 123 127 127 137 135 137 132 128 117 112 105 105 
 
 
Table 8. Dynamics of the number of pupils in minority schools 
 
  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
Lithuanian school 0 0 0 0 35 38 31 29 27 17 0 0 
Byelorussian school 0 0 0 0 21 29 44 47 49 64 68 87 
Ukrainian school 36 72 101 126 160 185 215 251 258 302 306 307 
Polish schools 172 256 360 601 638 656 753 846 905 951 978 1003 
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Appendix 4 
 

Sources used in analysis of research results and statistical data 
 
 
Studies of the BISS 
Unified education system: transition to studies in the state language at secondary 
schools (2003). Riga: Baltic Institute of Social Sciences. 
 
Motivation and Expectations of the Inhabitants of Latvia concerning Latvia Joining 
the European Union (June – September 2003). Riga: Baltic Institute of Social 
Sciences. 
 
LANGUAGE (1996-2002). Riga: Baltic Institute of Social Sciences. 
 
Analysis of the Implementation of Bilingual Education  (2002). Riga: Baltic Institute 
of Social Sciences. 
 
Towards a Civic Society - 2000 (2001). Riga: Baltic Institute of Social Sciences. 
 
 
Statistical data 
Education Institutions in Latvia at the Beginning of the School Year (..) (1992; 1994-
2003). Riga:  Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia. 
 
Statistical Yearbook of Latvia 1992. (1993). Riga: Central Statistical Bureau of 
Latvia. 
 
Data about general full-time schools on the homepage of Ministry of Education and 
Science of Republic of Latvia (http://www.izm.gov.lv). 
 
Unpublished data on general full-time schools from Ministry of Education and 
Science of Republic of Latvia. 
 
 
Other 
Beikers K. (2002). Bilingvisms un bilingvālās izglītības pamati (Baker C. Key Issues 
in Bilingualism and Bilingual Education)/ Transl. by I. Druviete. Riga: Nordik.  
 
Druviete I., Gavriļina M. (2003). Minoritātes bērni latviešu mācībvalodas skolās 
(Minority Children in Schools with Latvian Language of Instruction). Riga: Ministry 
of Education and Science. 
 
Sabatier, P.A. (1993) Policy change over a decade or more. In: Sabatier, P.A and 
Jenkins-Smith H.C. (eds) Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition 
Approach. West view Press, Boulder, Col. 
 
State program  “Society Integration in Latvia”, Riga, 2001 




