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What is so special about Latvian language acquisition that it is worth heavy disputes in Latvia and that even the international community is interested in the issue? People making interviews on the language issue in Latvia become  confused, because the statements about the language situation are almost as many as the interviewed persons. What is really happening, whom can  you beleave and who is right?  

The language situation in Latvia in the year 2003, 12 years after regained independence, is still not treated in neutral terms, but is tackled emotionally and used as political means. Concerning the Latvian language the society is divided between two poles. One part wants to implement and secure the Latvian language law, which states the Latvian language as the only State language of Latvia, fast and restrictive - the other part wants to continue the Soviet time policy and consequences, and accept two State languages, Latvian and Russian. Between these two poles everyday life is taking place.

The collapse of the Soviet Union left Latvia in quite an unusual situation. As a result of Moscow’s longstanding policies on industrialisation and russification, the demographic situation in Latvia had transformed so much that in 1989 ethnic Latvians were only 52% of the total population. Latvians were becoming a minority in their own land. Things were even worse with the Latvian language. Even though it was possible to obtain an education in the Latvian language during the Soviet period, highly qualified employment positions and doctoral degrees were only accessible using Russian. Over the course of 45 years, the official use of the Latvian language gradually diminished and Russian became the dominant language in all areas.  

Table 1 shows changes in the demographic situation in Latvia since 1935:

	Nationality
	Year

	
	1935
	1959
	1979
	2000

	 Latvians
	77.0
	62.0
	53.7
	57.8

	Russians
	8.8
	26.6
	32.8
	29.6

	Byelorussians
	1.4
	2.9
	4.5
	4.1

	 Ukrainians
	0.1
	1.4
	2.7
	2.7

	 Poles
	2.5
	2.9
	2.5
	2.5

	Lithuanians
	1.2
	1.5
	1.5
	1.4

	 Jews
	4.9
	1.7
	1.1
	0.4

	 Gypsies
	0.2
	0.2
	0.2
	0.3

	 Tatars
	-
	0.1
	0.2
	0.1

	Germans
	3.3
	0.1
	0.1
	0.2

	 Estonians
	0.4
	0.2
	0.1
	0.1

	Other
	0.2
	0.4
	0.6
	0.8


Source: Occupation regimes in Latvia in 1940-1956: research of the Commission of the Historians of Latvia (2001); Riga, 2002; p.422
State policy in order to change the language hierarchy in Latvia

In 1994 approximately 700 000 of Latvia’s about 2,5 million residents had little or no knowledge of the Latvian language, as a consequence of the 50 year long Russification policy during the Soviet occupation. Of these 700 000 persons approximately 200 000 were Latvian citizens.  The Law on languages, which in 1989  gave  the Latvian language the same status as the Russian, was changed by amendments in 1992 and the Latvian language became the only official language of the Republic of Latvia.  In the same year a State Language Centre was  established, responsible for the juridical status and the strengthening and use of the Latvian language. Different language levels for different professions were elaborated, the so called proficiency tests and attestation commisions responsible for the language exams established, and a language inspection  introduced.

It is obvious that the Latvian state tried to introduce a consequent  language policy in order to reestablish Latvian as the only State language. In 1992-93 almost a peoples movement was engaged to teach Latvian. Practically  everybody who knew Latvian was teaching the language to somebody who did not know it. But the result was deep disappointment on both sides. What happened? Why did this action fail? The reasons and answers are very complex.
	1992
	Amendments to the Law on languages declare Latvian to the only State Language;

	1998
	The Latvian language acquires the status of official state language in the Constitution;

	1999
	The new State Language Law stipulated;

	2000 Aug.
	Guidelines for Government control of language use passed;

	2000 Nov.
	List of professions affected by the law passed (amendments to the guidelines);

	2002
	Amendments to Constitution 

· Latvian is working language in Parliament and City councils;

· Deputies must repeat oath to be

· Faithful to Latvia

· Strengthen its sovereignty

· Support the Latvian language as the only State language

· Deputies are not obligated to prove language skills; 

· Party candidates attach statement of Latvian language knowledge self-evaluation;


Why did the well-meant State policy fail?

In the following I will  try to analyse and find out some reasons why this well meant policy failed.  The main reasons  were the unrealistic ideas about  language learning and language teaching, based on different myths, stereotypes and prejudeces developed and practiced during Soviet time and intensified through the mental isolation  of Latvia during the period.  Here a list of frequently used statements :

	Latvians about Russians and the Latvian language 
	Russians about Latvians and the Latvian language

	· All Russians are stupid, ignoramus, imperialists, and rude; 

· Russians cannot learn a foreign language; 

· The Russians should go home; 

· The Russians are not able to learn Latvian; 

· The Russians will never learn Latvian;

· They are living here for 40 years and still do not know Latvian;

· In Siberia we learnt perfect Russian within three months; 

· They have to be forced to learn Latvias as we had to learn Russian; 

· The Latvian language is a special language;

· The Latvian language is a very old language;

· The Latvian language is very difficult and complicated,  even the Latvians have difficulties; 

· The Russians are ignoring our language and culture; 

· I cannot listen to the Russians speaking Latvian, their terrible accent and grammar mistakes are not tolerable; 

· What will we do, if all Russians speak Latvian?
	· All Latvians are damned nationalists= faschists; 

· You cannot trust the Latvian institutions;

· The Latvians do not like us;

· The Latvians want to get rid of us;

· The Latvians say, go home, but where should we go, Latvia is our home;

· You cannot trust the State Language Centre, the commissions are corrupt, incompetent, they do not want us to pass the language tests;

· The Latvian language is very difficult and complicated, even the Latvians have difficulties to speak a proper Latvian; 

· You cannot speak about higher cultural, philosophical and global  issues and values in Latvian, the language is too poor; 

· The Latvian language is a kitchen, dog language; 

· The Latvian language teachers are bad;

· There are no good teaching materials available;

· Why should we learn Latvian, we will speak Russian anyway; 




This list could be prolonged with tens of additional statements. What can be achieved through such attitudes? In any case not Latvian language acquisition. Both sides are in principle refusing Latvian language acquisition. For the Latvians the language is a „holy cow” and a secret insider code, for the Russians it is useless and worthless. Let us analyse some of the issues to get a more clear picture of what is happening.

Analysis of the myths
Firstly, the Russians were never obliged to learn Latvian when they came to Latvia. The environment was prepared and adapted to the language needs of the Russians. For example Russian classes were established in Latvian schools, when this was requested. When the needs asked for it, the schools were transformed into  two-streem schools, with Russian and Latvian classes. When more Russians came to Latvia and the need was there, Russian schools were established. 
Secondly, there existed and still exist unrealistic ideas about language acquisition. Language acquisition was not regarded as a  human learning process but like a technical issue, which can be installed at a certain date. No human factor was taken into account. No estimates were made how many hours and how long time is necessary to learn a language. No psychological or sociological analysis was made to understand the trainees. As there was no use of foreign languages during the Soviet period, learning foreign languages was not very popular. In the accessable foreign countries you could speak Russian, the other countries were not accessable. 
Thirdly, it was not worth to develop language teaching pedagogics if the language learning was only formal. So no attention was payed to improve the teaching of Latvian, to develop new, attractive and interesting teaching materials to motivate the trainees.

Fourthly,  to be a Latvian language teacher in Russian schools was  regarded as a low prestige job. The mental isolation of the Latvian Philology influenced also the Latvian language teachers, who hided their desperation of the language situation, constantly repeating how difficult and complex the Latvian language is. Also this did not promote the language acquisition. Additionally many teachers regarded the non-Latvian speaking students as stupid and lazy and not able to learn Latvian, which did not make the situation better. 

Fifth, there was no tolerance to persons who spoke Latvian with a foreign  accent or wrong grammar. By the Latvians it is expected that the Russians learn Latvian fluently but no means are undertaken to make the language accessable for learning. Instead the Latvians are keeping their language as a secret code in a golden cage. As soon as a person is speaking Latvian with an accent or is making mistakes, Latvians switch to Russian. This phenomena is still active.
Last not least the already mentioned introduction of a Russian school system in Latvia was the beginning of a segregation of the society, a creation of two different information spaces. The Soviet Russian schools in Latvia had nothing common with Latvia and the Latvians. The follow-up of this policy is still affecting the life in Latvia. It is obvious that a common education system is needed to achieve a consolidated and integrated society in Latvia.

In 1994 the Latvian Government adressed UNDP Latvia to help the Government to develop and implement an overall National Programme for Latvian Language Training. For this reason a national-international workinggroup was established. After a couple weeks work an assessment of the situation was made and I would like to quote here a colleague from the Netherlands: I really do not know where to start, the teaching methodology reminds me of my school-time in the fifties and the teaching materials remind me of those my father used in the thirties. 

Nevertheless the working-group designed a ten-year National Programme adressing both  the national education system as well as adults. For the implementation of the NPLLT a five person institution was created, the Latvian Language Programme Unit (LLPU). The implementation of the Programme started in late 1996.  

How did the Programme adress this very complex problem? What was the Programme philosophy? What has the Programme achieved during these six years? 

The first step was and still is to eliminate all the myths, stereotypes and prejudeces among Latvians as well as non-Latvians about the Latvian language, its status and acquisition. For this purpose a campaign was started to introduce a completely new subject – Latvian as a second language (LSL). 

Even if the Programme during its lifetime has been accused to be too slow and non-efficient the results after six years show that it is on the right way. The first task of the Programme was to introduce LSL and to train a Latvian language teacher corps on new methodologies and teaching approaches. For this purpose the NPLLT used the so called multiplicator effect. A core group of teachers is trained to train their colleagues. This approach has shown that it is possible to implement long-rage reforms within a short time. 

What has happened to teaching materials during these years? The fact is that the multiplicator effect reaches even this field. The trainers and trainees are also involved in the development and implementation of new materials. 

Individualization of the trainees is very important to raise the learning motivation. It is important to adres san individual not an abstract mass. The next table shows the main ideas the LSL teachers had to reflect about:
	· different target groups and different language learning needs exist; f.ex.
· Different ages needs different content and approach;
· Students have different gifts and skills to learn a language;
· Special content and approach is needed for mentally handicapped students;
· Students want interesting and thrilling classes which can compete with offers of the media;
· Adults have very different needs compared with children
· The needs of individual adults are very different; 
· The previous experience of adults is very different but important in the language learning process;
· Even adults can learn a language;
· An adult is not a fool because he/she does not know Latvian;
· Also adults need a progressive language learning approach;
· Adults are also making mistakes when they learn a language;           


The LLPU was first in Latvia to present teaching material packages (textbook, exercise book, audio materials and teacher guide). Now this method is an everyday appearance, other publishing houses are doing the same.

	LSL within the school system:
·  LLPU has developed and published teaching material packages for grade 1 to 9:

· text book;

· exercise book; 

· audio materials;

· teachers guide;
· special exercise books on communicative grammar for grades 1 to 9;
A. visual teaching aids for bilingual education programmes:

· poster pads (20 pads for each subject) are developed for the subjects biology, geography, history for the grades 5 and 6; 

· overhead slides (100 slides for each subject) are developed for the subjects biology,  geography, history for the grades 7 and 8; 
Teaching materials for specific adult groups.
A. LSL teaching materials targetted to the following professions:
· New recruits ;
· Personell of Ministry of interior (police, boarder guards, prison and court personell);
· Firemen;
· Minority school subject teachers;
· Kindergarden teachers;
· Latvian railway personell;
· Medical personell (doctors and nurses);

B. Latvian for everybody:

· Language learning film (a soapopera broadcast on TV and video);

· Text books and exercise books;

· Audio materials (available on radio and casettes);

· CD and internet programmes;

Methodological aids for teachers;
· Methodological handbooks;
· handbooks on video use;
· handbooks on audio use;
· handbooks how to use  press reports, museums etc. in language acquisition; 

  


The success of the NPLLT is based on some basic principles. The participation in the Programme activities is voluntary and based on open competitions, the targetgroups are stimulated by positive motivation, LLPU is not testing or examaning the trainees, LLPU tries to adress the individuals and find out their needs, LLPU tries to keep a constant dialogue with the target groups and makes efforts to involve them instead of to exclude.

Most non-Latvians have meanwhile accepted that it is necessary to know Latvian in Latvia. At least on a theoretical level. Even if they do not know Latvian themselves, many of them are sending their children to Latvian schools to promote the language learning process. But still  there is a resistence which is supported by the already mentioned myths and prejudeces. The national-international working group as well as the directives of the MES stress, according to worldwide praxis, that a second language cannot be learnt only by language lessons. It has to be supported by some subjects taught in the language. 

The NPLLT has meanwhile crossed the boarders of Latvia and is known also outside Latvia. The knowhow and expertise of the Programme has been requested by Estonia, Georgia and Moldova. In November 2002 the LLPU was asked to host the yearly conference of the Nordic Network of Intercultural Communication. The NPLLT has also opened a webpage www.lvavp.lv in three languages where you can recieve information about the past, today and future plans of the Programme.

