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Teaching and Learning Indigenous Languages 
of the Russian Federation 

HILAH KOHEN, IJuNA SADOVINA, TETYANA DZYADEVYCH 

DYLAN CHARTER, ANNA GOMBOEVA, LENORE A. GRENOBLE 

JESSICA KANTAROVICH, ROSSINA SOYAN 

1. Preface (Tetyana Dzyadevych)

On March 20, 2021, one of my students sent a message through his

college network: "Happy New Year! Happy Nayryz! Haypbl3 7<iymmbl 6oJ..­

CbIHf Nayryz qutty bolsyn! S Vesennim prazdnikom Nauryz! ... Remember

to celebrate with friends and family (family meaning chosen, adoptive,

or biological, etc.)!" This student grew up in a Spanish-speaking foster

family and recently, after a DNA test, discovered his ancestral roots in

Bashkiria, Tatarstan, and Kazakhstan. He now wants to learn more about

his origins, and he is looking for sources to learn about non-Russian

languages and cultures in the Russian Federation (RF) and former USSR.

To do so, he enrolled in our university's Russian program. In his situation,

and the situation of many other North Americans who may be interested

in learning Indigenous languages of the RF for personal or professional

purposes, Russian is the only available gateway language. In turn, one

responsibility of Russian language instructors is to empower students to

use that language as a gateway toward Indigenous languages.

Unfortunately, many still hear "Russia" and assume that such a 

huge territory can be ethnically and culturally homogeneous. Russia is 

home to over one hundred languages, thirty of which have official status 

in different regions (Alekseev 2004).1 These vary in both status and number 

of speakers. From languages like Tatar, which is spoken in national 

republics and supported by local infrastructures, to critically endangered 

languages that are nearing extinction, such as Yukaghir, there is a deep but 

vulnerable diversity of languages. March 7, 2021, for instance, was a tragic 

day for a Bering dialect of the Aleut language. The last native speaker of 

1 We use the term I DIGB ous provisionally to refer to languages autochthonous to the territory 

of the Russian state, regardless of the number of speakers. The term INDIGE ous and its parallel 

KopeHHOu. have specific connotations in Russian law and everyday use. See Lenore Grenoble's 

contribution to this forum for a discussion of these nuances. 
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this dialect, Vera Timoshenko, passed away in Russia's Far East region 

of Kamchatka (RFE/RL 2021). According to data from the Alaska Native 

Language Center, only two hundred members of the Aleut group remain 

in Russia, and there are only five living speakers of the language (Krauss 

2007, 408). Following the Russian State Duma's July 2018 decision to make 

all Indigenous language study strictly voluntary nationwide, language 

activists have lost an important tool for addressing this vulnerability 

("Priniat zakon ob izuchenii rodnykh iazykov" 2018). 

Our forum does not aim to explain the causes of the difficult 

situation facing Indigenous languages in the Russian Federation (RF). 

It does not aim to interfere in or displace current revitalization efforts 

in these language communities. The aim of our work is to highlight 

opportunities for teaching and learning Indigenous languages of the RF 

in the context of US and Canadian academia, raising awareness of the 

importance of these languages by increasing student engagement with 

them. Our target audiences include Russian language educators and 

their students, scholars working in the field, and heritage speakers whose 

academic connections with their home languages must often emerge 

through Russocentric institutions. We believe many students would be 

interested in learning languages other than Russian, particularly students 

whose own language practices face marginalization in universities. 

Likewise, we believe it is imperative for all Russian learners to be aware 

of the huge linguistic diversity of the RF. Finally, we see our work as 

a first step toward increased overseas contributions to Indigenous­

language efforts. 

Promoting the visibility of the RF's Indigenous languages outside 

Russia in the short term can lay a foundation for more ethical long­

term resource distribution in the Russian Studies field. As instructors 

use the ideas presented below in their classrooms and share this forum 

with interested students, centering language diversity in our field, it 

will become increasingly feasible for scholars in the US and Canada to 

place the time and power of their academic institutions at the disposal of 

revitalization movements in Russia. To all of these ends, this forum offers 

examples of how to include introductory Indigenous language materials 

in Russian language lessons to increase the interest of our learners in the 

cultural and linguistic diversity of Russia. We also provide examples 

of how individuals can start learning languages independently using 
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available online sources through the mediation of Russian and, where 

possible, English. 

Our thinking draws on models from many contexts, all of which 

can transform Russian Studies pedagogy. These include the US-based 

abolitionist model of channeling resources away from exclusive institutions 

to movements outside them,2 international efforts in information sciences 

to respect existing community education infrastructures rather than 

prioritizing direct university branding and involvement (Sangwand 

2018), writings like Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze's that recenter academic 

disciplines around Indigenous languages (Eze 2013), and translation 

projects like Joshua Freeman's work connecting Uighur writers with 

Anglophone platforms (Freeman 2020). The application of the resources 

we provide below requires a grounding in academic solidarity projects 

such as these; without such ethical contexts, readers who do not come 

from Indigenous-language communities themselves risk infringing on 

the wishes and resources of community members. For students and 

scholars who wish to use their training in specific disciplines to support 

broader language revitalization efforts directly, contributions to The 

Routledge Handbook of Language Revitalization may be useful starting 

points, particularly those on "new speakers" of minority languages (by 

Bernadette O'Rourke) and on the complex relationship between language 

revitalization and formal education (by Nancy Hornberger and Haley De 

Korne) (Hinton, Huss, and Roche 2018). 

With these broader approaches in mind, this forum's contributors 

address Russia's key multiethnic regions: the Caucasus (Hilah Kohen), the 

Volga region (Irina Sadovina), Siberia (Rossina Soyan, Anna Gomboeva, 

Lenore Grenoble), and the Far East (Jessica Kantarovich, Dylan Charter). 

The pieces by Soyan, Sadovina, and Gomboeva focus on official languages 

of national republics, while Grenoble, Kantarovich, Kohen, and Charter 

write about languages that are spoken in smaller communities. Finally, 

the contributors engage with different motivations, and accompanying 

challenges, for studying these languages in their US and Canadian 

contexts: Soyan and Sadovina share teaching strategies; Gomboeva, 

Kohen, and Charter describe the resources available to learners; and 

Grenoble and Kantarovich offer broader reflections on the situation of 

2 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Elizabeth Hinton, and Garrett Felber have exemplified this 
approach in their activism. 

91 




















































