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Policy Matters

sure sign of growing interest in a
given educational problem is an
increase in the number of

internet web pages and print media
columns devoted to that issue. If you type
“bilingual education” into a search
engine, the number of results should
persuade you that this is an extremely
timely issue, on a par with concerns
regarding the introduction of
information technology into the schools.
This very journal also bears witness to
the relevance of bilingualism. As people
who are part of this
process, we would like
to share our
knowledge of the
implementation of
bilingual programmes
in a minority
language school – the
Riga Classical
Gymnasium – in the
context of work by
other researchers.

This article is also
an attempt to answer
the question posed at
the end of an article
by I. Silova and
G. Catlaks, recently
printed in Thinking
Classroom (Summer 2001, 16-22), “Will
teachers support the change [to a
Latvian language based system of public
education through various bilingual
models]?”

Naturally, there is no single answer to
this question, nor can there be one.
However, as has been noted by Andy
Hargreaves, James Tooley, and others who
approach education from a philosophical
point of view, the majority of teachers
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have never welcomed change in the
system of education for the simple reason
that even the most brilliant and
promising idea conceived in the peace
and quiet of a government ministry can
fall flat in the hubbub of actual schools.
This does not mean that the idea was bad
– it will undoubtedly find an appropriate
application, and eventually find its way
into routine practice – but this takes time,
and time is perceived differently by those
who come up with ideas and those who
actually implement them.

A case in point:
Passatino admits that
even in the advanced
West, half the school
computers still only
gather dust in the
classroom, and the
students are far more
proficient with them,
and take much more
pleasure in using
them, than the
teachers. Teachers are
conservative by
nature, and in a
certain sense that’s a
good thing, for only a
sensible union of the
conservative and the

progressive can guarantee harmonious
social development, without unsettling
upheavals. On the other hand,
contemporary schools cannot avoid
change, and bilingual education is an
integral part of our ever-accelerating
social dynamic, and an inevitable result
of globalization. Intercultural contact –
with its changing educational paradigm
and the resulting need for a transition
from knowledge to skill, from division to
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unification, from suspicion to tolerance –
has made bilingual education a familiar
phenomenon, especially in multiethnic
countries.

Unfortunately in the Baltic states,
particularly in Latvia and Estonia, this
process has become politicized, and is
closely connected with the changing
status of ethnic Russians, who are
moving from a dominant position to
minority status, or a kind of Diaspora.
Thus we may have a representative of
this former ethnic majority who is very
appreciative of bilingual education
when it concerns, say, an English or
Swedish-language program for his own
child (in the US or Sweden respectively),
but who rejects a similar bilingual
alternative when the second language is
Latvian. Similarly, a teacher in a
“minority” Russian-language school
who is accustomed to having only that
language used in school resists the
introduction of Latvian into the
educational process, and yet this
teacher is not bothered by the fact that
right here in Latvia British History is
taught in English. Some might argue
that this is because British History is
taught by the English language
teachers. True, but these teachers are
not native speakers of English, and
moreover they are not social studies
teachers, so in a certain sense they are
not even professionals.

We believe, and our opinion is based
on personal experience, that in order to
gradually and successfully implement a
system of bilingual education, the
educational programs, textbooks and
manuals need to include a certain
amount of propaganda regarding the
benefits of bilingual and multilingual
education. This contention is supported
by the work of J. Mills, A. Flor et al.
Unfortunately, both in Russian and in
Latvian the word “propaganda” has
been tainted, and has taken on a
negative connotation, whereas its English
equivalent can be used in a neutral
sense. In the current authors’ book in
Latvian on bilingual education,
(published in Latvia in 2001, with a
Russian version scheduled for publication
in 2002) we present a list of indisputable
benefits of bilingual education, benefits
that are particularly important in the
Baltic countries:

• A narrowing of the symbolic gap
(noted by C. Warger) between the
Russian language and European
languages, brought about by active
use of the Latin alphabet.

• A perception of language not only as
an end in itself, but also as a means of
acquiring knowledge, a view that will
facilitate integration into the
international intellectual community.

• An opportunity for greater choice for
the future, a leveling of the playing
field, and in addition, the acquisition
of a set of skills that come with
cultural mixing. Paradoxically there is
a certain element of “payback” as
well, since previously, when Latvia and
Estonia were part of the Soviet Union,
a good command of the Russian
language was part of the ticket to
success for native Latvian speakers.
The work of many Latvian scientists
and artists was acknowledged outside
of Latvia solely because they were able
to communicate with the much larger
Russian-speaking audience.

• Creation within the schools of a
realistic model of the cultural
landscape for modern Latvia, with its
many languages, working to eliminate
the existing cultural segregation. We
must take into account the fact that
too many of our [Russian] students –
and even more significantly, our
teachers – have no contact with ethnic
Latvians outside of school, even
though they’re immersed in a Latvian-
language media environment. Thus
the idea of integration suffers, and
there is a growing and dangerous
tendency toward cultural segregation.

• A wonderful opportunity for teachers
who actively support bilingual
education to diversify their activities;
to play an active part in the process of
“life-long learning”; to raise their level
of competence; to become true
partners with their students in the
educational process; to raise their
credibility in the eyes of the students;
and even to acquire valuable skills
that would allow them to teach their
subject in other countries.

• An opportunity for teachers from
Russian and Latvian-language schools
to work together as full-fledged
colleagues, with the Latvians
appearing not in a supporting role,
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but as representatives of a rich culture
that retains its significance in the
contemporary world (A. Prieditis).

• An opportunity to influence Latvia’s
national educational policy by
engaging in direct discussion, rather
than through the politicized, and often
incompetent, mass media.

• An additional motivation to acquire
current computer skills, in light of the
availability of linguistic and
educational software and the existence
of opportunities to participate in
cooperative projects.

• A decrease in linguistic dependence on
Latvian colleagues, leading to an
increase in self-confidence and
confidence in the future.

Of course the benefits of bilingual
education are not limited to those listed
above. We might sum them up as: An
answer to the challenges of our times;
and an active engagement in citizenship.
Turning to the problem of the need for
global reform in education, it should be
noted that the bilingual component is
very compatible with the significant
features of future civilization, which
according to American philosopher
Gregory Bateson, will have the following
characteristics:

• The evolution of man from “Homo
Sapiens” (Thinking Man) to “Homo
Integrans” (Integrated Man);

• The evolution of the psychology of
effective communication;

• A transition in education from
learning at the level of language to
learning at the level of analogy;

• An explosion of scientific information
and the establishment of new
interdisciplinary fields of study.

The last two points highlight the stark
contradiction between the obvious
challenges of the modern world and our
established system of education, with its
solemn, old-fashioned objectives and
unyielding inertia in the face of
innovation. This is not only a problem
for the post-Soviet countries; innovation
encounters covert resistance even among
representatives of the teaching profession
in democratic countries who ostensibly
advocate change.

On the one hand, society is aware of
this disconnect between social progress

and the traditional system of education.
On the other hand, the universality of
the school experience, in combination
with our unshakeable inner conviction
that “things were better in the old days”
continues to limit school education to a
compulsive and mindless accumulation
of required information. As a result most
educational reforms lead only to the
creation of a sort of monster, sometimes
called a “standard”, that arouses a secret
satisfaction in the educational
bureaucrats because they themselves
won’t be called upon to master it…

This is especially true of mathematics
as it is taught in schools – it is hard for
average pupils to master and seems to
have no relevance to their present or
future lives. The overemphasis on
mathematics is not consistent with the
nature of child development, and often
even conflicts with developing the
individual talents of children. A feeling
arises that mathematics is something
very far removed from the students and
from school, and the students and school
likewise become alienated from
mathematics. At the same time, the
effectiveness of math education is
measured by dubious victories in math
competitions, as though the sole object
of education were the preparation of
math champions.

How is mathematics related to the
problem of bilingual education? The
connection is quite direct – mathematics,
like language, is predicated on a distinct
system of signs, which we don’t acquire
naturally (like the first or native
language) but which benefits students by
broadening their functional skills, much
like a second (or third) language.
Mathematics serves as a universal means
of communication, particularly in the
world of information technology,
demonstrating that any language can be
both an end in itself and a means to an
end. Mathematics creates and describes
ideal objects through its own special
language – a language that unfortunately
is alien to most pupils, no matter what
their language of instruction. Therefore
math can be considered a kind of second
language, which can be mastered only
through practical application. Thus the
modern approach to mathematical
education, encompassing a reasonable
range of study so as to be accessible to the
vast majority of students, comprises:
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• Math problems that do not have a
single correct answer;

• Wide use of mathematical methods in
other subject areas;

• Maximum use of visual aids, such as
graphics, tables, and maps;

• A combination of individual and
group work;

• An instructional approach based on
the assumption that mathematics can
be understood by all students, not just
a select few (as is often assumed in the
exact sciences);

• Support for slow learners;
• A continuous linkage between math

and the students’ everyday problems,
which allows children constantly to
apply their knowledge, and motivates
them to extend that knowledge;

• The use of computer technology for
calculations.

This list of characteristics of an
intelligent modern approach to teaching
mathematics coincides to an amazing
degree with the main principles of
bilingual education, with its emphasis on
correspondence with nature (education
that is developmentally appropriate and
cognizant of human nature),
correspondence with culture (balancing
contemporary individuality with the
demands of society, and providing an
opportunity for communication based
upon common human values), and
creative adaptation (the system of
education takes into account the
individual characteristics and creative
strengths of the students).

Such an approach requires a change
in the way the very problems in our
math courses are formulated, so that
word problems tell a story – with a plot
that doesn’t involve ploughed hectares
and hypothetical travelers going from
point A to point B for some unknown
reason – and thereby can arouse interest
in the great science of mathematics, in
the search for a logical understanding of
oneself and the world. Tedious, boring
problems rob the learning process of its
fascination, not only for the pupils but
for the teacher as well. Perhaps that is
why teachers, whose creativity has long
since been squelched, and who have the
administrative sword of Damocles
hanging over them in the form of a state
exam, naturally reject everything new –

bilingual education, new approaches to
mathematics, and the intrusion of
computers into their one sacred place,
the classroom. The failure of many of our
longstanding assumptions – including
the role of the teacher as imparter of
information to be memorized, and the
ideal of education in one’s native
language – has placed teachers in a very
difficult situation. The old question,
“What do we do now?” is again
demanding an answer, accompanied by
another old question, “Who is to blame?”

To give a single answer to these
questions would contradict the essential
spirit of our educational quest, our
contention that we need a more
productive integrated approach to
education. This means that rote
instruction must be replaced by practical
work, with pupils working independently,
and producing representations of their
thoughts (shapes or symbols, utterances,
opinions, verbal reasoning) in two or
three languages. Naturally these
languages should be used appropriately,
expanding, rather than diminishing, the
students’ communicative abilities.
Students are central to the process,
through their strengths and their
emotional investment in the situation. As
a result, students are directly involved in
constructing new and relevant
knowledge as a means to discovering the
world for themselves.

Proceeding from these assumptions, we
have an opportunity to create a model
bilingual school that satisfies the needs
of modern Latvia (and perhaps other
countries with similar problems), based
on several principles.

The first principle is unity, or
integration of various elements of the
educational system, moving along a
continuum from the level of the word to
the level of the subject, from the
empirical to the conceptual, from minor
issues to major issues. This allows for the
integrated development of the students,
acquaints them with cultural values, and
helps them adopt the style and methods
of cooperative education. Integration is
thus the primary means for organizing
educational content, in accordance with
universal laws of nature. We are trying to
bring together and integrate the
intellectual, knowledge-based aspect of
education with the personal aspect, to
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develop individuality and personality on
a new level of consciousness. This
requires a high degree of interaction, and
coordination of all the elements of
education into a single objective: to
provide the most suitable education for
each individual student. Our model
integrates varied educational content
with the flow of information in various
languages – the student’s native
language and the Latvian language, as
well as other foreign languages – a
situation that motivates pupils to engage
in a search for knowledge that will be
personally meaningful to them.

The second organizing principle is
individualized education.
Individualization comes into play in
bilingual education at several different
levels, since pupils normally differ not
only in their content area knowledge but
also in their command of the official state
language. This situation means that we
must, on the one hand, address their
second language abilities, and on the
other hand, create conditions that
minimize the differences in their language
skills. Thus, in a group work situation,
pupils with a sound knowledge of the
official state language can perform the
function of language consultants. They
can be given more linguistically complex
assignments, while also supporting their
less knowledgeable classmates.

Such an approach, however, should
not endanger the progress of the
advanced pupils. Teachers can motivate
less accomplished pupils to strive for
objectives slightly beyond their abilities

through creative use of student
partnerships (using students’ artistic
talents and other skills). It is very
important to have appropriate
incentives, to reward the achievements of
both average and gifted students. In our
high school a system of bonus points has
proven to be a successful source of
additional motivation. By monitoring the
work of each pupil individually, the
teachers encourage them toward a better
understanding of what they are doing;
and the use of two languages provides
for a natural repetition and
reinforcement of concepts, particularly
important in teaching subjects such as
mathematics.

The third principle of our approach is
motivation. Motivating students to study
and learn in a bilingual environment is,
to a certain extent, a matter of
eliminating negative attitudes, which are
often related to social prejudices. In fact,
we have to change the students’ attitude
from an openly negative one to one that
acknowledges the benefits of
bilingualism, through a conscious
understanding of the current social
situation. Creating positive motivation is
a complex process, particularly in the
face of youthful opposition, which is only
strengthened if there is an element of
imposition. Therefore, the teacher has to
emphasize and encourage the students’
own self-interest by providing students
with a critical mass of positive examples,
including successful graduates, historic
figures and other possible models that
the students would consider relevant. The
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English term for this process is advocacy,
which involves promoting a notion and
also countering attacks on that notion
with solid arguments.

This naturally leads to the question:
what are we to do with those teachers
whose knowledge of the official state
language is inadequate to this task? We
believe in T. Scutnabb-Kangas’s concept
of the so-called “competent” bilingual
teacher, who is not truly bilingual, and
may in fact never become bilingual, but
who is able to teach a subject in two
languages with the help of various
methods including:

• Using bilingual students as teacher’s
helpers whenever possible. Such
students make up about 15-25% of all
Latvian schools, thanks to the
considerable number of
intermarriages.

• Using an appropriate combination of
visual aids in both languages.

• Consulting specialized subject
dictionaries.

• Employing an integrated unit
approach to presenting subject
material.

• Using group work methods, with
students serving as consultants.

• Cooperating with teachers of the
Latvian language.

• Gradually increasing their own level of
language competence (which would
correspond with an increase in the
general level of competence in the
Latvian language observed in the last
few years).

• Regularly consulting with colleagues
who are fluent in Latvian, and
maintaining an open mind toward
these contacts, with both parties
approaching problems critically and
rationally.

• Using materials that students find
relevant and interesting, and
encouraging in the students a
competitive spirit in the face of
language difficulties, with the teacher
serving as an example of one who has
faced those same difficulties.

We believe that such a combination of
modern principles and methods will help
accomplish the primary goal of education
– a dialogue between a teacher and a
student – a dialogue that will enrich its

participants, bring them closer together,
and widen their horizons, while at the
same time helping to lift the burden of
groundless, negative preconceptions
surrounding bilingual education.
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