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NEW LANGUAGE LEARNING POLICY REVIVES CONTROVERSY OVER RUSSIAN IN ARMENIA
- 21.09.2017

Eurasianet, September 20, 2017
Bradley Jardine

A new government education policy that gives a special status for the Russian language in
Armenia's schools has provoked a backlash, the latest flashpoint in a tense struggle over the
status of Russian in the country.

The proposal by Armenia's Ministry of Education and Science, developed on behalf of Prime
Minister Karen Karapetyan, was published on e-draft.am, a government portal allowing public
scrutiny over legal drafts prior to their adoption.

The policy doesn't necessarily change anything about the way foreign languages are taught in
Armenia, but it does restate the primary place given to Russian. [T]he educational system of the
Republic of Armenia needs reforms that will enable citizens to master several foreign languages
such as Russian, one or more European (English, French, German, etc.) and Eastern (Arabic,
Persian, Chinese, etc.) languages, the policy statement reads.

That was too much for some in Armenia. Pro-Western activist David Sanasaryan told reporters that
the unstated aim of the proposal is to lay the groundwork for Russian becoming an official
language in the country.

The Russian side has always been sincere, they have always clearly expressed their desires and
aspirations [] they want to provide a high-level of knowledge of the Russian language in the post-
Soviet space he said.

The rushed nature of the document has also been a cause for concern. Expert on higher education
Samvel Karabekyan noted stylistic and spelling errors in the draft. The mistakes, he says, along
with the fact a previous document was presented only last month, indicate that the amendment
appears to have been hastily introduced.

People have a justifiable opinion that this [draft] was either an order or a political necessity,
Karabekyan said.

Supporters of the policy, however, argue that Russian deserves special status because of its
historic role in the country's scientific research, as well as its current geopolitical situation.

Our specialized literature in universities and libraries is predominantly in Russian, said Minister of
Education and Science Levon Mkrtychyan, at the Armenia-Diaspora conference in Yerevan arguing



that emphasizing the language will boost the countrys scientific development.

Backers also say that it will allow deeper integration with Armenias partners in the Russian-led
Eurasian Economic Union.

Ashot Arshakyan, head of the general education department of the Ministry of Education and
Science, said the proposal will improve the quality of teaching but will not give Russian special
status.

Some are unconvinced by the economic rationale. Anahit Bakhshyan, a member of the opposition
Yelk faction of the Council of Elders and former deputy director of the National Institute of
Education, told Radio Azatutyun that English is the language of science, not Russian.

If the authorities want to achieve revival of the economy and science, it would be better to focus
on English, since it is a well-known fact that most of the worlds scientific materials are in that
language, Bakhshyan said.

Russia has been putting economic pressure on the country in recent months. On July 12, the
Russian Duma adopted a law allowing drivers from Eurasian Union countries to work as
commercial drivers in Russia, but only if those countries recognize Russian as an official language.

Duma Speaker Vyacheslav Volodin emphasized the point on July 17 during a meeting with his
Armenian counterpart Ara Babloyan, saying: Make it [the Russian language] official, and then the
law would automatically apply to Armenia as well.

Armenian social media has also been active, with Facebook users changing their profile pictures to
images of letters from the Armenian alphabet.

But Mkrtychyan insists that concerns are ill-founded. The Armenian language will always remain
the only official language in Armenia, he said. Any discussion with political overtones has a false
agenda.
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