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Abstract. The paper explores the language ideologies surrounding the transition to Estonian-language
education in Estonia, a country where linguistic issues are at the heart of public discourse due to its
complex historical and geopolitical context. In light of the Estonian Government’s push for educational
reform, debates surrounding the roles of both the Estonian and Russian languages have become more
prominent. This study examines public discourses by analyzing articles published in both Estonian-
and Russian-language traditional media, alongside reactions to them on social media platforms such as
Facebook. By tracking these interactions, the study reveals a dynamic exchange, where content from
one media source often prompts responses from the other. These conflicting discourses are grouped
into three key themes: success stories, concerns about the potential threat to the Estonian language and
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culture, and restrictions on the use of language outside the classroom. Critical discourse analysis is em-
ployed as the method for analyzing these media sources, allowing for a nuanced understanding of the
various perspectives at play. This research contributes to the broader understanding of language ideolo-
gies and the complexities surrounding language use in teaching and learning in post-Soviet societies.

Keywords: language ideology, second language teaching, transition into Estonian-language education,
language policy, education in a non-native language.

»Estijos mokyklos yra estu kalbos gimtieji namai“? Kalbos ideologijos ir
diskusijos apie mokyma ne gimtaja kalba

Santrauka. Straipsnyje nagrinéjamos kalbos ideologijos, susijusios su peréjimu Estijos mokyklose
prie mokymo esty kalba. Reformos $vietimo srityje sukeéle karstas diskusijas apie esty ir rusy kalby vai-
dmenj visuomeng¢je. Autorés analizuoja esty ir rusy kalbomis publikuotus ziniasklaidos straipsnius bei
ju sukeltas reakcijas ,,Facebook* platformoje. Tyrimas atskleidzia diskursy cirkuliavima tarp skirtingy
medijy ir skaitytojy reakcijas. Priestaringi diskursai suskirstyti pagal tris pagrindines temas: sé¢kmingas
reformos jgyvendinimas, susiripinimas dél galimos grésmes esty kalbai ir kulttirai bei kalbos vartoji-
mo uz klaseés riby apribojimai. Taikydamos kriting diskurso analizg, autorés isryskina konkuruojancias
perspektyvas, formuojancias kalbos vartojima Svietime, ir prisideda prie kalbos ideologijy postsovie-
tiniame kontekste supratimo.

ReikSminiai ZodZiai: kalbos ideologija, antrosios kalbos mokymas, §vietimo reformos, peréjimas prie
mokymo esty kalba, kalbos politika.

«ICTOHCKHUE MIKOJIbI — pO}lHOﬁ JAOM JIsl 3CTOHCKOI0 SI3bIKA» ?
SI3bIKOBbBIE MI€0JIOTHH U AUCKYCCHM BOKPYT Oﬁy‘leﬂﬂﬂ HA HEPOAHOM fI3BIKE

AuHoOTanus. B craThe paccMaTpuUBAIOTCS S3BIKOBBIC MIEOJIOIHH, CBS3aHHBIC C IIEPEXOIOM PYCCKHX
IKOJI Ha ACTOHCKHUII SI3BIK 00y4IeHHs — PepOPMOIi, KOTOpask YCUIIIIA CIOPBI O POJIU ICTOHCKOTO U pycC-
CKOTO sI3bIKOB. AHanu3upyst marepuansl CMU, a taxke peakiun Ha HuX B Facebook, nccnenoBanne
OTCIICKUBACT, KaK JUCKYPCHl LUPKYIUPYIOT MKy IUIaTGOopMaMH ¥ B3aUMOACHCTBYIOT IPYT C IpY-
roM. DT e6aThl IPyNIHPYIOTCS BOKPYT TPEX TeM: IUCKYypPCOB 00 yCIEIIHON peann3anun pedopMsl,
0 COXPaHHOCTH CTOHCKOTO S3bIKA U KyJIBTYPbl H 00 OrpaHMYCHHSAX B HCIIOJIB30BAHMS SI3bIKA 32 Tpe-
JienaMu ydeOHOro rporecca. Mcrnomp30BaHne KPUTHYECKOTO JMCKYPC-aHAIN3a TI03BOJISICT BBIABHTD
KOHKYPHPYIOIIHE TO3UINY, (OPMUPYIONINE IPAKTUKHU SA3bIKa B 00pa30BaHHUU, U CIIOCOOCTBYeET Oonee
[1yOOKOMY IIOHMMAHHIO S3BIKOBBIX HIICOIOTHIT B HOCTCOBETCKOM KOHTEKCTE.

KutoueBble ¢JI0Ba: S3bIKOBas naeoorus, OGYHEHPIC BTOPOMY S3BIKY, IEPEXO/] HA O6y'{eHI/Ie Ha 3CTOH-
CKOM S3BIKEC, A3bIKOBAA ITOJIUTHKA, 06yquI/Ie Ha HEPOAHOM SA3BIKE.

Introduction

Language ideologies, as a core element of social and cultural identity, are
clearly visible in traditional and social media, where they help shape public
opinion and power relations [Fowler 2013]. Media language choices can sig-
nal political or ethnic identity [Edelman 1977] and often reflect tensions be-
tween monolingualism, associated with national unity, versus multilingualism,
which is linked to cultural diversity and inclusion [Blommaert et al. 2009].
These discourses also intersect with economic factors, as language proficiency
can enable access to prestigious opportunities while its absence leads to mar-
ginalization [De Costa et al. 2016]. Media further mirrors state language poli-
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cies through standardization or support for minority varieties, shaping public
perceptions of identity and power [Romaine 2017].

Fundamental language ideologies shape language planning. Ruiz [1984]
outlines three orientations — language as a problem, a right, and a resource —
with the first two long dominating international debates. Mason and Hajek
[2020] show that language is still mainly framed as a challenge or an economic
asset, while its social or rights-based dimensions remain underexplored, and
that such media framings influence public views on language education and
student motivation.

EU documents on linguistic rights reflect ideological views that shape
policy and social norms, notably, the idea of languages as fixed, separate enti-
ties — a view that contrasts with the fluid ways people actually use language
[Jorgensen 2012]. Because languages are socio-cultural constructs, purity-
based norms clash with multilingual practices such as translanguaging, even
though institutions in education, governance, and media continue to enforce
rigid standards [Valdés 2019]. These frameworks often stigmatize such fluid
practices as deficiencies, pushing multilingual speakers to navigate identities
in systems that privilege linguistic purity over diversity [Siebenhiitter 2023].

In Estonia’s complex historical and geopolitical context, language remains
central to public debate. Since independence and EU accession, the state has
promoted Estonian to reinforce national identity and distance itself from So-
viet-era Russian influence, sometimes framing bilingualism negatively [Lind-
strom et al. 2023, 25]. However, the large Russian-speaking population and
Soviet legacies complicate this effort. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has further
intensified disputes over the place of Russian in Estonia, and spurred shifts in
language education policy, revealing underlying political, ethnic, and ideo-
logical tensions.

This article examines public debates on language in Estonian education,
focusing on how conflicting discourses and underlying beliefs shape these dis-
cussions. After a brief socio-historical overview, we analyze debates on the
transition to Estonian-medium schooling across traditional and social media,
showing how traditional outlets often trigger responses on social platforms.
The study draws on 14 Estonian- and Russian-language media articles pub-
lished between July 2022 and January 2025, along with related Facebook de-
bates on media outlets’ pages and in public groups. These perspectives are
summarized and interpreted through media discourse analysis [cf. van Dijk
2009].

Socio-Historical Background

A remnant of the Soviet legacy, Russian-medium schools remained in Esto-
nia after independence in 1992 due to a 30% Russian-speaking population.
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While some parents chose Estonian-medium schools, most preferred Russian-
medium ones, which were expected to provide adequate Estonian language
instruction. By the late 1990s, these schools began teaching some subjects
(e.g., handicrafts, physical education, arts) in Estonian, while mathematics and
physics continued in Russian to avoid comprehension issues.

Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Minister Lukas an-
nounced in July 2022 that all Russian-medium schools must transition to Es-
tonian by 2030, which was a policy approved by the Parliament of Estonia on
December 12, 2022 [Annus 2022]. Russian is currently being taught as ‘Na-
tive Language and Culture’, available only if at least ten parents request it, and
scheduled as 1-2 optional after-school classes per week.

From September 1, 2024, all students in grades 1 and 4 began education
entirely in Estonian. The shift was smoother for 15t-graders but harder for 4th-
graders, who had established learning habits [Begunkova 2025]. Tallinn also
announced new ‘transition schools’ with dedicated classes for Estonian-speak-
ing students to promote integration [Ossinovski 2023].

These reforms fuel debates on teaching Estonian as a second language to
a minority that once formed the majority in the region [Fedorova, TSuikina
2024]. Officially, the transition is framed as vital for integration, equal oppor-
tunities, and access to higher education, as well as for national cohesion and
security. Against the backdrop of the war, the Russian language is increasingly
framed as that of the ‘enemy,” though intellectuals warn against conflating
political aggression with cultural identity [TSuikina, Fedorova forthcoming].

Conflicting Discourses around the Transition and Language Teaching

Traditional and social media provide rich data on the public opinion, ideologi-
cal conflicts, discourse strategies, and the social impact of language policies.
They reveal narrative framing, emotional responses, discursive patterns, and
community engagement with policy changes. They also highlight the interplay
between institutional messaging and grassroots reactions, as well as the role
of digital activism in shaping debates. Before turning to the data analysis, we
outline three main, opposing discourses competing for public support.

To begin, it is essential to highlight the official discourse put forth by the
representatives of various state institutions. The Estonian government presents
the language transition as a necessary step for national unity, better education-
al opportunities, and long-term social cohesion. The official stance emphasizes
the role of language in fostering integration, while arguing that proficiency in
Estonian is key to social mobility, economic success, and active participation
in public life.

The debate is also fueled by security concerns, as officials warn that lin-
guistic separation can create parallel societies and deepen cultural isolation.
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Shifting all students to Estonian is framed as a way to lessen division and
strengthen national identity across the country. Critics argue this push for co-
hesion may erode minority language rights, with both ‘pro-Estonian’ and ‘pro-
Russian’ groups challenging the policy aims and questioning its long-term
social impact on local communities.

A significant pro-Estonian counter-discourse revolves around concerns that
the transition may weaken, rather than strengthen, Estonian. Some argue that
integrating Russian-speaking students will force teachers and native speakers
to adjust their language, leading to hybridization. This view is rooted in his-
torical anxieties over the survival of the Estonian language and culture under
the Soviet rule, with supporters warning that an increased Russian-speaking
enrollment could threaten the long-term purity and sustainability of Estonian.

The pro-Russian counter-discourse portrays the transition as a threat to lin-
guistic and cultural identity. Russian-speaking communities fear that children
will struggle academically in Estonian, leading to weaker outcomes and social
marginalization. Critics argue that the reform is moving too quickly, without
adequate teacher training, support, or adapted materials. Many parents worry
that their children will become ‘educationally handicapped’, able to speak Es-
tonian but lacking mastery of complex subjects. Some also view the policy as
cultural erasure, citing cases where students were discouraged from speaking
Russian, and thereby suggesting that the measures extend beyond education
into social control, too.

Debate on the language transition moves actively across media, shaping
public discussion in varied ways. It often starts in traditional outlets, where
policies and expert views set the tone. Officials, scholars, and administrators
defend the shift by stressing long-term gains, while editorials scrutinize its
weaknesses by using formal argumentation, while citing consequences for
schools and communities.

In contrast, social media platforms and the comment sections provided by
traditional media allow for more emotionally charged and polarized discus-
sions. Posts in groups generate an abundance of comments, where users share
personal stories, express frustration, or reinforce collective grievances. Natu-
rally, these discussions can reflect nationalist anxieties about linguistic and
cultural preservation in a more direct way than the official publications.

The interaction between the traditional and social media plays a crucial
role in shaping public perceptions. Politicians’ statements are quickly picked
up and reframed online, often with skepticism or hostility. Social media out-
rage can then push mainstream outlets to amplify disputes and pressure offi-
cials to clarify or adjust their messages.
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Let us examine how this discourse unfolds through specific news reports in
the Estonian media and dealing with the issues of educational transition.

‘Success Story’?

According to the Minister of Education Kristina Kallas, the transition has
started successfully. Despite the initial concerns about a shortage of teachers
with Cl-level proficiency in Estonian to teach first- and fourth-graders, nearly
all transition classes have been staffed with such teachers. The exception lies
in some classes for children with special needs, where finding teachers with
both C1 proficiency and expertise in special education proved challenging.
However, the Minister expressed confidence that, by September 2025, there
will be enough Estonian-speaking teachers to accommodate the next cohort of
first- and fourth-graders [Postimees 2025].

This news, shared in the Facebook group ‘Russian-Speaking Estonia’,!
sparked significant engagement, generating 300 reactions within 24 hours,
and 177 comments. Most comments were negative, criticizing the Minister
for self-praise and unsubstantiated claims. Users echoed concerns that many
teachers, despite holding Cl-level Estonian qualifications, lack professional
qualifications and fail to adopt effective teaching methods. Members shared
examples of children experiencing stress and their declining academic per-
formance, attributing it to both limited Estonian proficiency and a shortage of
teaching materials tailored to the transition.

Another notable discussion emerged around the recent announcement that,
starting from September 2025, the so-called transition schools will open first-
grade classes for students whose Estonian proficiency is at a native level. In
the news [Tribuna 2025], Tallinn’s Deputy Mayor Aleksei Jasin explained that
these classes are intended for children from Estonian-speaking families, bilin-
gual families where one parent speaks Estonian, and non-Estonian-speaking
families if the child’s Estonian proficiency is close to that of a native speaker.
In an article published in Estonian, the journalists also highlighted his state-
ment that Estonian should be spoken not only in the classroom but also during
the breaks [Vohma, Saabas 2025].

Reactions in the Facebook group Tallinners® highlighted concerns about
segregation. Commenters argued that, instead of integrating non-Estonian
speakers into schools where all subjects are traditionally taught in Estonian,
Tallinn authorities are perpetuating segregation by keeping Russian-speaking
children in separate schools. This, in turn, creates further segregation within

' The group is public; it can be followed at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/russkaja.estonia/
permalink/1154379849574717/ (15 February 2025).

2 Tallinners is also a public group; see the post and comments here: https://www.facebook.com/
groups/558566015247421/permalink/1254702148967134/ (15 February 2025).
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transition schools, where Russian-speaking children with a high command of
Estonian will be placed in separate classes: “Shouldn’t it be the other way
around, with Russian-speaking kids in Estonian classes?”’; “Now the schools
are being divided into... Now there will be first-class Russian kids, with all
doors open for them, and second-class ones — only by default. It’s like what we
saw in American movies” (authors’ translation).

Tido’s [2025] article offers a detailed analysis of the transition process
by examining a meeting organized by the Russian-speaking politician Ma-
ria Jufereva-Skuratovski, where Deputy Mayor Jasin discussed the issue with
parents from Tallinn schools. The meeting highlighted challenges in the shift
to Estonian-language instruction, with Jasin noting uneven teacher proficien-
cy and highlighting the need for more second-language pedagogy training,
better-prepared immersion schools, and parental reports ranging from student
struggles to smooth adaptation.

Comments from Russian-speaking readers were largely negative, arguing
that professional competence should depend on subject expertise rather than
flawless Estonian, and many cited personal experiences as Soviet-era Russian-
medium school graduates who succeeded at Tallinn Technical University and
felt that strong foundations in math and physics — and not language — deter-
mined their academic and professional success.

Some commenters even stated that they would enroll their children in pri-
vate Russian-medium schools, due to fearing that the reform would produce
students who speak Estonian but lack strong subject knowledge and therefore
face low(er)-paid jobs. This ‘pro-Russian’ counter-discourse challenges the
official claim that the transition helps Russian-speaking children and, instead,
portrays the state language policy as ineffective or even hostile, while the ‘pro-
Estonian’ camp likewise invokes concern for children, but refers to the wellbe-
ing and interests of Estonian-speaking children.

‘Hands off our Children!’

One of the most prominent examples of the ‘pro-Estonian’ counter-discourse
opposing the official narrative and its ‘success story’ comes from the Face-
book group Eesti kool on eesti keele kodu (Estonian School is the Homesite
of the Estonian Language). This group, created on May 28, 2020, in its first
page emphasizes the belief that Estonian children have the right to study in an
Estonian-speaking environment so that to preserve their mother tongue and
culture, which would be free from the influence of the Slavic (primarily Rus-
sian) language and culture, which, according to the group, has already deeply
infiltrated Estonia. The founder of the group argues that children from Slavic
families, whose numbers reportedly grow each year, should be educated in
Estonian but in separate schools — similar to how indigenous peoples, such as
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the Sdmi in Scandinavia or Australian Aboriginals, are educated in specialized
systems or reservations.

The group is private,? and applicants must answer three yes/no questions
about their specific beliefs. The first question concerns agreeing that the Esto-
nian language and culture should dominate in schools at all times. The second
question presents incorrect demographic data from the 2021 Estonian Census,
which actually reports approximately 380,000 Russian speakers; see [Statisti-
kaamet 2022]. Instead, the group claims that there are 550,000 Russian speak-
ers and fewer than 900,000 Estonian speakers, and asks whether mixing Esto-
nian- and Russian-speaking children would hinder this dominance. The third
question cites unnamed ‘experienced pedagogists’ who claim that no more
than 10% of pupils should come from one foreign-language background, ask-
ing applicants to agree with this view.

To join, the respondents must answer questions and accept the group’s
rules. Although the group presents itself as a politically neutral citizens’ move-
ment, it enforces strict conduct: its members must remain polite and commu-
nicate only in Estonian, which is justified as protecting the national language
from ongoing Russian cultural influence. These requirements discourage those
with differing views, thereby creating an ideologically uniform environment.

However, the administrator, Triin Teraméde permits her views to be repost-
ed and frequently shares them in traditional media outlets herself, and also
maintains a thematic website with the same title.* Teramée’s statements reflect
the group’s core ideology and objectives, offering insight into its beliefs and
concerns. Her media presence extends the group’s narrative beyond its private
setting, shaping public discourse on language and cultural policies in Estonia.

Teramie’s Facebook page highlights her concerns about Estonia’s educa-
tion system, claiming that Estonian-medium schools have become mixed-lan-
guage environments that undermine their original purpose. Drawing on reports
from parents and teachers, she argues that, instead of promoting Estonian lin-
guistic and cultural identity (Estoniaphilia), the process fosters Russification,
as the growing presence of Russian-speaking students sustains the Russian
language along with Russian cultural practices in classrooms.

Insights from the movement ‘Estonian Schools are the Homesite of the
Estonian Language’ led its members to petition the Cultural Affairs Committee
of the Estonian Parliament, advocating for education aligned with European
standards. Over 1,000 members express concerns about integrating Russian-
and Ukrainian-speaking children into Estonian-medium classrooms, by argu-
ing that this approach unintentionally erodes the Estonian language instead of

3 The authors follow ethical standards when using data from closed online communities, by only
summarizing publicly available group information without citing specific posts.
4 https://www.eestikool.eu (15 February 2025).
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strengthening it. They contend that such outcomes violate the Estonian Lan-
guage Act, which requires that language policies preserve the integrity of Es-
tonian, even while educating minority children [Laurik 2025].

The movement argues that Government policies seek to forge a shared
Estonian-Russian civic identity in which Estonian becomes a common rather
than a privileged language. Members strongly oppose this, by claiming that
it undermines Estonia’s historical and cultural foundations. They insist that
Estonian is central to national identity, and that reducing its privileged status
violates constitutional protections safeguarding the language as part of the na-
tion’s heritage.

They propose mandatory Estonian proficiency testing for all children from
non-Estonian backgrounds before first grade, by insisting that those with in-
sufficient skills should not be placed with native speakers. This, they argue,
would protect the Estonian-language learning environment.

They also call for a strict cap limiting non-Estonian-speaking students to
10% per school. This, they argue, would preserve an immersive Estonian-lan-
guage and cultural environment and prevent what they view as the erosion of
linguistic and cultural dominance.

They further advocate giving school councils the authority to declare Es-
tonian the sole official language on school premises, by citing Brussels’ lan-
guage policies as a precedent. Estonian schools, they argue, should remain
strongholds of the national language, while ‘transition schools’ should decide
independently which languages may be used during breaks, thereby reinforc-
ing the distinction between the two school types.

A detailed response to these concerns came from Irene Kédosaar, principal
of an Estonian-medium state high school in Russian-speaking Narva. As an
experienced integration specialist, she has implemented her ideas in practice.
Although not addressing Triin Teramée directly, her article indirectly chal-
lenges several of Teramie’s key arguments and offers an alternative perspec-
tive.

Kéosaar [2025] argues that the presence of Russian-speaking students in
Estonian-language classrooms is both natural and beneficial, offering valuable
opportunities for Estonia. Although the increasing linguistic diversity poses
challenges, it also drives the teachers’ professional growth and strengthens the
country’s future. Kdosaar highlights that no class is ever truly ‘average’: even
in monolingual Estonian schools, students differ in backgrounds, interpreta-
tions, and abilities. Effective teachers adapt instruction to diverse needs, pro-
vide support or enrichment, and include students with special needs regardless
of their home language.

Kéosaar explains that non-Estonian-speaking children should learn in an
environment alongside ethnic Estonians, as such interactions provide not only
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language skills but also exposure to the values, mentality, and traditions of the
Estonian nation as an indigenous people. While addressing parents’ concerns,
she also outlines benefits for Estonian-speaking students: by assisting their
non-Estonian-speaking peers, these students develop essential social and cog-
nitive skills that will be valuable in the future. Ultimately, both teachers and
students become more adaptable and creative through this process.

Kéosaar’s perspective has been published in both Estonian and Russian.
On the Estonian-language side, most commenters echoed the arguments put
forward by Teraméde. Some even expressed concerns that in previously Rus-
sian-speaking kindergartens, where instruction only in Estonian is intended
for Russian-speaking children, the presence of teachers who speak Estonian
with an accent or imperfect fluency is problematic. Others highlighted cultural
differences: Russian-speaking children exhibit poorer behavior compared to
their Estonian peers, show disrespect for teachers, frequently use profanity
in classes, not to mention during breaks. This, they suggested, creates an en-
vironment that is disruptive and incompatible with the traditional Estonian
school culture. One commenter, aware of Kéosaar’s family background, also
added: “Only a person with a distorted and confused national identity, who
doesn’t even understand themselves whether they are Estonian or Russian,
could think and say such things. They assume that Estonians want to raise
their children to be the same kind of semi-cultured ‘successful’ half-breeds
for whom education and national culture are not values” (authors’ translation).

Russian speakers were largely unprovoked by Kéosaar’s perspective, ex-
pressing only doubts about the feasibility of cooperation between Russian-
and Estonian-speaking students. In contrast, the above-mentioned joint state-
ment from ‘Estonian Schools are the Homesite of the Estonian Language’,
translated into Russian by Postimees and shared in the Facebook group ‘Rus-
sian-speaking Estonia’, sparked intense debate.> Many commenters voiced
frustration over the rights of Russian-speaking children, worrying that they
were being treated as test subjects, and perceived the transition as a deliberate
attempt to marginalize their linguistic and cultural identity.

‘Give it a Break’?

Media discussions have highlighted restrictions in some schools on students
speaking Russian, their native language, during breaks. In certain cases, teach-
ers and administrators actively discourage or forbid its use. A widely reported
incident involved a teacher requiring students speaking Russian outside the
classroom to apologize [Kundla 2024], sparking public debate on the language

5 See: https://www.facebook.com/groups/russkaja.estonia/permalink/1141310314215004/
(15 February 2025).
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policies, linguistic rights, discrimination, and the broader effects of enforcing
monolingual norms in informal settings.

In response to parental concerns about the case, the Ministry of Education
of Estonia clarified that such policies should not be applied, thereby emphasiz-
ing students’ right to use their mother tongue in informal interactions and the
need for inclusive school environments [Kundla 2024]. An FEesti Pdevaleht
editorial [2024] criticized schools that ignore this right, arguing that educators
and leaders failing to respect it should resign.

To illustrate more effective ways of fostering Estonian-only communica-
tion, representatives from several schools shared their experiences. Instead of
imposing strict language bans, teachers casually joined students’ break-time
conversations and asked questions in Estonian. This gentle intervention, they
argue, naturally encouraged students to continue speaking the state language
without coercion [Viil 2024].

Comments on the article show that the supporters of the restrictive approach
view speaking Russian in front of Estonian speakers as a sign of poor manners
and disrespect. Some even call for legal penalties for those who fail to achieve
state-language proficiency, including the revocation of citizenship. Others pro-
pose declaring Estonia a protected zone for the Estonian language, by arguing
that Estonian-speaking children deserve a linguistically homogeneous environ-
ment. Advocates of monolingual school communication also cite policies from
other EU countries, even though these states have far smaller national minority
populations, making such comparisons problematic. Predictably, the ‘pro-Rus-
sian’ counter-discourse frames these ideas as ethnolinguistic discrimination and
an attack on the Russian language, culture, and identity in Estonia.

fas Te SUHTLETE
VeNe KeeLes 2

1, M LiWTSALT
QiTSETaMe .o

Fig. 1. Mokijevski's caricature of 3
December 2024.% Teacher: Are you
speaking Russian? Students: No, we
are just smoking (authors’ translation)

6 Available for open access: https://www.facebook.com/andrei.mokijevski (15 February 2025).
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‘Language obsession’, fear of losing the language, or its purity, evidently
dominates both counter-discourses around the transition, and, in general, all
metalinguistic discussions in Estonia. Speaking Russian can be presented as a
threat and a violation of the norms, or, hyperbolically, even a crime, as in the
caricature by Andrei Mokijevski (Fig. 1).

This mutual ‘linguistic mistrust’, both between two speech communities
and towards the official state policy and its justification, reveals the deep im-
pact and continuing strong dominance of monolingual ideology in Estonia.
Meanwhile, the disruption between the official discourse and the counter-dis-
courses becomes even more acute since it is seen, by both attacking sides, as
a conscious attempt to ‘manipulate the truth’ and ‘promote the false values
under the disguise’, in other words, as (a) propaganda.

Conclusions

The interaction between traditional and social media further intensifies debates
over the transition to Estonian-language education, keeping it a contentious
public issue. The reform is not only a linguistic change but also a political and
ideological one, generating competing narratives. The government presents
it as a tool for national integration, while pro-Estonian groups view it as es-
sential for protecting linguistic purity and cultural identity. Russian-speaking
communities, however, see the reform as a threat to their own cultural identity,
raising concerns about marginalization and assimilation rather than genuine
integration.

Both Estonian- and Russian-speaking groups share concerns about the edu-
cation quality under the new language policy: Estonians worry that students
struggling with Estonian may disrupt classes, while Russian speakers fear that
comprehension difficulties will hinder learning. The underlying point for both
camps is a sense of threat to linguistic identity. All three perspectives, includ-
ing the official discourse, reflect a monolingual bias: communities frame lan-
guage as a problem or a right, while the official discourse treats Estonian as
a resource, reinforcing power dynamics rather than fostering true linguistic
inclusivity.

The official stance on Estonian-language education views the Estonian lan-
guage as the central medium for societal participation and national identity,
thus reflecting a monolingual bias. Integration of Russian-speaking students
is expected through Estonian fluency, while overlooking the value of multilin-
gualism. Even micro-level language choices outside the classroom are framed
as Estonian (preferred) versus Russian (undesirable or tolerable), with trans-
languaging ignored. Some commentators note the growing role of English
among the youth as a common communicative tool, thereby highlighting that

112



Straipsniai / Articles. N. TSuikina, K. Fedorova, E. Batrakova. ‘Estonian Schools are the Homesite
of the Estonian Language’? Language Ideologies and Discussions around Teaching Non-Native Speakers

actual school communication is multilingual, though authorities are unpre-
pared to embrace this reality.

The Estonian purist stance reflects a monolingual mindset, viewing Esto-
nian as the sole legitimate language which is essential for national identity and
sovereignty. Bilingualism, especially involving Russian, is seen as a threat
to cultural purity. This perspective emphasizes maintaining Estonian’s domi-
nance in public life and education, framing Russian as a challenge to national
integrity, while overlooking the potential of bilingualism to enrich society and
foster inclusivity.

The Russian-speaking community’s critique also reflects a monolingual
bias, but from another perspective. They argue that the Estonian-focused sys-
tem neglects their needs, causing alienation and hindering learning for students
with limited Estonian proficiency. While not seeking Russian dominance, they
advocate for a more nuanced multilingual approach, by insisting that children
should learn in a language they understand. Many also believe that the reform
aims to assimilate Russian speakers, undermining their cultural identity and
maintaining social inferiority.

Conflicting discourses, therefore, in their own way keep to maintain the
same system of oppositions in which languages are competing with each other,
and any deviation from monolingual norms is dangerous for the core symbolic
values represented by ‘our’ language. It is true that monolingualism and pur-
ism as an ideology was at the roots of the Estonian language planning [Lind-
strom et al. 2023, 22], and they also historically prevailed and now are highly
prominent in Russia [Nam, Fedorova 2023], and therefore it is by no way
surprising. But is there a way out of this Catch-22? Can de facto multilingual-
ism and an easygoing attitude to it, which is typical for many young Estonian
citizens, overcome ideological restraints and deeply rooted mistrust? Will the
Estonian school become a home for everyone, for every child, whatever lan-
guage s/he speaks? Probably, a change in the narrative is necessary, first of
all, on the part of those who make political decisions. But, for that, they have
to move from a monologue to a dialogue, from treating schools, teachers and
children as objects of their policies to recognizing them as actors and the real
implementers of any incoming changes.
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