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A brief overview of Russian in Europe

Russian: 
- the 8th ‘biggest’ language in the world 
- the 7th most spoken language in the EU 
- spoken by app. 150 millions native speakers
- app. 110 millions have Russian as second language
- spoken outside from Russia by  app. 28 millions native 

speakers
- 5 millions native speakers in the European Union
- about 7% of the European Union citizens can speak it to 

some extent
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Russian in Estonia
Among 1.37 million people living in Estonia, there are representatives of more than 100 nationalities. 
Estonians constitute, according to the National Census of 2000, 68%, Russians 26%, Ukrainians 2%, 

Belorussians more than 1%, Finns about 1%, and Tatars and Latvians less than 1% of the population. 
80% of population speaks Estonian, 72% Russian, 25% English. 
About 30% speak Russian as mother tongue. English is often used as a means of communication in 

contacts between Estonian and Russian youth. Non-Estonians refer to themselves as Estonians, even if 
their Estonian language proficiency is low.

According to the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia: § 51, everyone has the right to address state 
agencies, local governments, and their officials in Estonian and to receive responses in Estonian. In 
localities where at least one-half of the permanent residents belong to a national minority, everyone has 
the right to also receive responses from state agencies, local governments, and their officials in the 
language of the national minority.

According to the Local Government Organisation Act II § 23. (7), Council regulations and resolutions and 
minutes of council sessions shall be prepared in Estonian. In a local government where the majority of 
permanent residents are non-Estonian speakers, minutes of council sessions may, in addition to 
Estonian language, be also prepared in the language of the national minority constituting the majority of 
the permanent residents of the local government. www.sisemin.gov.ee/atp/failid/LGOA_2006.pdf

According to the Language Act § 10, right to use language of national minority (1) In local governments 
where at least half of the permanent residents belong to a national minority, everyone has the right to 
receive answers from state agencies operating in the territory of the corresponding local government 
and from the corresponding local government and officials thereof in the language of the national 
minority as well as in Estonian. (2) A permanent resident of a local government is a person who is 
legally in Estonia, who resides in the territory of the local government for at least1 83 days annually and 
whose absence therefrom does not exceed 90 consecutive days. § 11. Use of language of national 
minority as language of public administration In local governments where the majority of permanent 
residents are non-Estonian speakers, the language of the national minority constituting the majority of 
the permanent residents of the local government may be used alongside Estonian as the internal 
working language of the local government on the proposal of the corresponding local government 
council and by a decision of the Government of the Republic.§ 12. Language of correspondence In local 
governments where the language of a national minority is used as the internal working language 
alongside Estonian, all correspondence with state agencies and other local governments shall be in 
Estonian. 
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Changes in the linguistic situation in Estonia

According to the 1989 Soviet census, only 15% of ethnic Russians in Estonia knew 
Estonian. The change from minority to majority for Estonians, as well as the change 
from majority to minority for Russians provoked psychological and sociological 
problems. 

After 1991, the proficiency of Russian-speakers in Estonian language started to improve, 
but less so among the elder population who were disappointed through language 
requirements for citizenship issued in 1995. 

In 1992, 68% of the population of Estonia were citizens, in 2000 their share had 
increased to 77%. 12% of the total population are persons with ‘undetermined 
citizenship’, 8% are citizens of other states (mostly of the Russian Federation) and at 
least 3% are so-called “illegals”. 

Nowadays, about 10% of Estonian population are still stateless; the emigration is 
decreasing; simplified procedures of naturalisation were approved for stateless 
children and for disabled persons, while for other applicants professional language 
exams and naturalisation language tests were integrated into a common system. 

The final exams in Estonian at schools and gymnasiums are equated with the 
naturalisation test. 

The Law on Cultural Autonomy of National Minorities (1993), the Law on Language, the 
Law on Basic Schools (grades 1-9) and Gymnasiums (grades 10-12) are determining 
the status of minorities. 

http://www.legaltext.ee/en/andmebaas/ava.asp?m=022
http://www.mig.ee/downloads/312/aastaraamat_2006.pdf
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Russian in education
• According to the database of educational institutions, there are 604 

general education institutions in Estonia, 102 of them have Russian 
as a language of instruction, 27 are Estonian language immersion
schools. 

• Out of 596 day care centres 125 uses Russian as a language of 
instruction

• About 4000 school teachers 800 and 104 pre-school teachers work 
in Russian.

• Several Sunday schools offer language courses in minority 
languages

• Some private schools and college-style higher educational 
establishments use Russian as a means of instruction.

• One third of the Russian-speaking children is sent by their parents to 
the schools operating in Estonian

A proper model harmonizing intercultural relationships is needed
Models of behaviour in interethnic communication should be corrected
Regional and local initiatives to overcome exclusion should be 

highlighted 
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The State Integration Programme 2000-2007

The programme, approved by the Cabinet in March 2000, includes 4 sub-
programmes: “Education”, “The education and culture of ethnic minorities”, 
“The teaching of Estonian to adults” and “Social competence”. 

Estonian will be the language of instruction in all municipal and state funded 
Gymnasiums starting with the school year 2007/2008. 

The language of instruction is defined by law as the language in which at least 
60% of the curriculum is taught. The reform will be carried out step by step.

www.hm.ee/index.php?046922

The improvement of the Estonian language skills for non-Estonians happens: 
• through special language classes

• at universities
• independently 

• with the help of a private teacher
• special language camps

• in Estonian families
The preservation of Russian cultural identity is secured, also by inter-ministerial 

agreement between Estonia and Russia.
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The Narva region

The historical borderline 
town Narva with the population
of 69 000 inhabitants is one of 
Estonia’s oldest (1345) cities 
and the third biggest with the 
Dane, German, Swedish, 
Russian and Estonian roots. 
It cannot be thought of without 
mentioning its glorious past 
and multicultural contemporary 
situation. 
It symbolizes a frontier but 
also a bridge between the 
West and the East.
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The Narva College
The Narva College of the University 
of Tartu, Estonian oldest and 
largest university, offers modern
multicultural quality on the 
fundaments of predominantly
Russian-speaking north-east of 
Estonia (in Narva itself, 97% of the 
town population are native speakers 
of Russian; there are 84.4% 
Russians, 3.8% Estonians, 2.6% 
Ukrainians and 2.3% Belorussians).
The college involves the scientific
potential of the Tartu, Tallinn, Pskov
and St Petersburg universities, of 
the European Union, develops co-
operation with several European
countries and actively participates
in regional events. 



9

THE HIGH-STANDARD CURRICULA

The college has 7 curricula, for 
example, Local Government’s 
Administration and Youth Work. 
Languages of instruction in the 
academic year 2005/2006: 
51,6% Estonian, 29,6% Russian, 
16,7% English, 2,1% other.
Students can study Estonian, English, 
German, Swedish, French and 
Finnish languages. From about 800 
students a half are full-time 
students. Around 28% of open 
university students are Estonians. 
There are students from other parts of
Estonia. The majority of the students
come from Ida-Virumaa. 
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• Early Years Teacher (Russian as a Language of Instruction) – Bachelor’s 
Degree.
• Primary School Teacher (Russian as a Language of Instruction) – the 
curriculum integrated with Bachelor’s and Master’s Degrees. 
• Humanities in Basic School with Russian as a Language of Instruction –
Bachelor’s Degree. 
The latter curriculum provides the student with opportunities to gain the 
following qualifications:

• a teacher of Estonian as a second language in basic school, where 
completion of the master’s level will give the right to teach in secondary 
schools;
• a teacher of English in basic school, where completion of the master’s 
level will give the right to teach in secondary schools;
• a teacher of history and civics in basic school; a teacher of natural 
studies and human studies at schools with Estonian as a language of 
instruction;
• Russian as a foreign language;
• a teacher for language immersion programmes;
• a social pedagogue.
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The main areas of scientific research are different aspects of the 
multiculturalism and multilingualism in society, backing the current 
educational policy of Estonia, studies in historical and contemporary 
intercultural relations, especially Slavic and Estonian contacts. Since many 
years, the Narva college is known for its scholarship in literature studies, text 
theory and semiotics.

An Estonian cultural centre carries out projects concerning Estonian 
language and history, organizes exhibitions and public lectures, publishes or
provides important materials for the integration of the society; it houses the 
advisory centre for the Estonian language state examinations and Estonian 
citizenship examinations. 

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH
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Aim of the Narva project
To identify:
• the goals, ways and methods of the plurilingual education
• the needs of teachers, parents and children

To describe:
• the linguistic identities and social networks
• the characteristics of multicultural educational process
• the obstacles to development and solutions

To consider:
• the implication of the State Integration Programme 2000-2007 for 

language development and cultural preservation
• the difficulties of management of mother tongue / foreign language / 

minority language / immigrant language acquisition

The target group:
• about 2000 people pro year, involved in the improvement of the 

multilingual communication and intercultural education in the Narva
region (25% of whom are students)
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Theoretical framework

Interdisciplinary: 
pedagogy, sociology, sociolinguistics, psychology
Methodology: 
some things can be 
• asked through questionnaires, 
• discussed in group and individual interviews, 
• collected from essays and media discourses;
other things must be 
• constructed and interpreted on the basis of subjects’ heritage, 

education, and knowledge. 
The common past, i.e. religion, language, family records,  collective 

memories, old school textbooks, are still shaping the interpretation 
of today’s situation. 
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What can be done?

Axes of understanding multi/pluri/inter-culturalism/linguism: 
• self-reflection and other-judgement, 
• generation and transition, 
• gender and adjustment, 
• language use in institutions and in private life, 
• power and resistance, 
• perception and evolution of ethics in inter-ethnic images / 

stereotypes, hybrid values / beliefs / ideologies / manners / customs, 
• mediated communication: interpretation of semantically-loaded 

objects,
• types of argumentation in conflicts and self-justification, 
• exclusion and inclusion.



15

Plurilingual dynamics

How can we analyze and evaluate the transitional situation?
How can we monitor the changes in the attitudes of participants and the 

results of integration?
How can the language education contribute to the harmonization, 

normalization and ‘europeanization’ of society?
What else should be done?

YOUR ADVICE, EXPERIENCE AND HELP ARE NEEDED!

ekaterina.protassova@helsinki.fi


