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ABSRACT 

The Pacific coast of Russia on the Kamchatka peninsula is home to a small 

indigenous group of traditional fishermen who call themselves Itelmens. The total 

population of Itelmens is a little over 3,000 people. Over the last three decades 

Itelmens have been successful in revitalizing their culture and maintaining traditional 

subsistence activities, cuisine, crafts, and dance. Sadly, this cannot be stated about the 

Itelmen language– a severely endangered language-- which has about 5 native 

speakers left. Despite the language revitalization measures that have been actively 

undertaken by Itelmen language specialists since the 1980s, Itelmens continue to lose 

their speakers with no new speakers appearing.  

This sociolinguistic research aims to analyze the history of language loss, 

contemporary state of the language, spaces that the language is taught and practiced, 

and the circumstances that work for or against the active language revitalization 

among Itelmens. The intellectual merits of this study include gaining a better 

understanding of the nature of the reversing language shift processes and language 

vitality that occur in communities with a small number of speakers.  

The ultimate goal of this community-oriented research was to search for 

language revitalization initiatives that might work in the Itelmen case under the given 

social, political, and economic circumstances. Therefore, this study is offering 

multiple language revitalization initiatives that should be implemented both in rural 

and urban areas for fruitful development of the Itelmen language. These initiatives 

include the participation of all generations in the process and the introduction of 

multi-media and technology.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

A RESEARCH FOR AND ABOUT ITELMEN LANGUAGE 

Last sunsç? – How are you? 

Kist – a house, 

Sǝmt – land, 

Laç – sun, 

Laxsx – mother. 

The above is a common set of Itelmen words that my grandmother, Victoria 

Petrasheva—a professor of philosophy and researcher of the Kamchatka Branch of 

the Institute of Geography—would use during her presentations at  international and 

local conferences, community meetings, roundtable discussions, workshops, native 

celebrations, and festivals. With these words she represented her belongingness and 

pride to be part of the Itelmen people, ancient citizens of the Kamchatka peninsula. 

“Last sunsç?” (How are you?) or “Manke isç?”  (Where are you going?)   are 

common ways to greet in the Itelmen language. Each speech of an Itelmen person at a 

public event should start with these phrases. “Kist” (a house), “sǝmt” (land) imply 

that we all live here on Kamchatka land, the land of Itelmens, salmon, brown bears, 

sea-gulls, and volcanoes, created by the Raven Kutkh and protected by the Great 

Eagle. It is our home, home of our ancestors and descendants; and I live here with my 

extended family. “Laç”  (sun) is the great luminary of the universe, a symbol and a 

source of life on Earth. “Laxsx”  (mother)  is the most important person in my life, 

the seed of our entire family. These concepts are an incontestable truth that my 

grandmother unintentionally was trying to state by choosing this set of words for her 

vocabulary.   
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My grandmother was born in 1945 in a remote tundra area at the shore of the 

Okhotsk Sea on a dog sled, somewhere not far from her ancestral Utkholok village. 

Her grandfather, Vasiliy, and grandmother, Mariya, were repressed1 in the 1930s by 

the Stalinist government. As many indigenous people throughout Kamchatka, they 

were convicted of being spies for the Japanese Government and, therefore, enemies of 

the Soviet nation. Consequently, her mother. Tatiana, and uncle, Vladimir, became 

orphans at an early age and were adopted into another Itelmen family that was related 

to their family of  Lastochkiny kin.  

The Stalinist repressions immensely influenced the destiny of our kin and of 

the entire Itelmen nation. Victoria remembers and frequently explains to me that when 

she was three or four years old a soldier came into their house with the words: 

“Tatiana, you need to pack up and leave the village immediately”. The next fragment 

that Victoria remembers is her sitting on the soldier’s neck, looking at his cloak that 

was flapping out behind him. A solider was helping them and some other Itelmens to 

escape from the village. She does not know why they had to run away from their 

home, but there is an assumption that they were to be repressed as the children of the 

enemies of the Soviet nation. They reached Palana settlement, the administrative 

center of the region, and from there moved to the city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski, 

the capital city of Kamchatka. From that moment and on my grandmother did not hear 

Itelmen speech. Her mother would not use it at home or with friends. That was when 

intergenerational transmission of the language and traditional knowledge stopped in 

our family.  

Much later, when Victoria was already my grandmother, while participating in 

the cultural revitalization movement, she learned basic phrases in Itelmen, and she 
																																																								
1 In the context of the Stalin Russia, the word “repression” means mass shooting or, which is more 
likely in Kamchatka, drowning of people in the river who were suspected of being spies or enemies to 
the Soviet Regime in Kamchatka.  
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encouraged me and my little sister to learn those as well. She never mastered the 

Itelmen language herself, however, these words are enough to represent her identity, 

explain her worldview and philosophy of life, and spread her enthusiasm around for 

future generations to absorb.  

It is an honor to be related to Victoria Petrasheva, a recognized indigenous 

leader and a scholar of Kamchatka who, together with other leaders, set the tone for 

culture and language revitalization starting in the late the 1980s. This research is an 

intent to move forward the work of our elders and, with their guidance, develop it into 

something that could support Itelmens who are willing to maintain their identity, 

language, traditional lifestyle, and culture.  

Objectives and Research Questions 

The main goal of this research is to study the socio-cultural situation that 

affects Itelmen language, existing educational programs, and attitudes of the speakers 

and potential language learners towards language revitalization. By looking into the 

social life of the Itelmen language, this research has an objective to understand which 

processes guided language shift among Itelmens. What place did school play in this 

process? Which methods should be applied for an effective language revitalization 

program both in class and outside the classroom? Does the formal classroom setting 

work in the Itelmen case, where the community of speakers is extremely small? Or 

should language revitalization be done outside the classroom? Or should it be both 

teaching at school, kindergarten2, and outside the institutional settings? These are 

some questions that I will investigate.  

Literature offers detailed examples of successful language revitalization from 

Maori and Hawaiian lands through language nests and language immersion programs 

																																																								
2 In the Russian context kindergarten implies an education establishment that works with the children 
full time starting from age 1,5 years until 7-8 years old until they move to the elementary school.  
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(Wilson and Kamana 2008; Warner and No’eau 2008; King 2008). Itelmens, 

however, do not have hundreds of speakers. In the Itelmen case there is hardly 

anything to immerse yourself in. What can take place through the immersion when 

there are still speakers, but no cultural circumstances?  While Maori are the only 

aboriginal people in New Zealand, Itelmens are quite dispersed and isolated all over 

the Kamchatka peninsula and they do not own lands nor do they have their own 

governments. There are also two Itelmen dialects with two or three fluent speakers 

left and each speaks differently. Moreover, the cultural background is difficult to 

reconstruct, as there are few people who have “a lot” of traditional knowledge. How 

can we get the language back to those traditional contexts?  

Another important question is what is the place of youth in the revitalization 

of the Itelmen language? Is it important for them to learn their heritage language? Are 

they willing to participate in language revitalization and which programs work the 

most to involve  youth in language revitalization?  

The use of multimedia and contemporary technology has been widely 

discussed in the sphere of language revitalization and it has proven to be effective for 

a variety of languages. Can technology be useful to Itelmen? What are the appropriate 

technological tools that can be broadly and effectively used by the dispersed Itelmen 

people? 

I hypothesize that language revitalization can be successful with a proper 

approach, program, and guidance. Since the 1970s a number of Itelmen individuals 

have remained proactive in their efforts to revitalize the language. This brings us to 

the question of why the Itelmen language is still endangered. Since there are no 

culturally-specific situations where Itelmen can be used, where can the Itelmen 

language function in daily life? How can the community get more involved in 
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language revitalization? How can the positive experiences of language revitalization 

be transformed to be effective for the Itelmen where the speakers are dispersed and 

speak different dialects? This is the area where Russian scholarship is lacking 

research and the indigenous movement is lacking knowledge and experience. 

This research is seeking to offer potential methods to those interested in 

revitalization and share experience of language revitalization in Kamchatka.  

Language Status 

Itelmen is the southern branch of the Chukchi-Kamchatkan language family. 

The UNESCO Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger (UNESCO n.d.) 

differentiates Itelmen and the entire language group as critically endangered (see 

figure 1). When this research started in 2011, there were 8 fluent speakers, and 

currently in 2016 there are 5 speakers left of the Itelmen language. They are all over 

70 years old. There are approximately 10-15 middle-aged Itelmens who grew up 

hearing the language and, therefore, are passive language holders, but they do not 

consider themselves speakers.  

 
Figure 1. Chukchi-Kamchatka Language Group 
(www.endangeredlanguages.com) 
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The origin of the Itelmen language remains unclear. Geographically, the 

language belongs to the North-Eastern Paleoasiatic group (Volodin 1976, 5). 

According to one hypothesis, Itelmen, together with other Chukchi-Kamchatkan 

languages, developed from one common language and further it absorbed some other 

language, which was not related to the Chukchi-Kamchatkan language group. This 

explains significant differences both typologically and in the lexicon between the 

Itelmen language and other languages of this language group. Another hypothesis 

explains that Itelmen is a language isolate and it developed some common features 

with other languages of the Chukchi-Kamchatkan group due to the extended 

neighboring relationships (Volodin 1997). Russian scholar Alexander Volodin insists 

that Itelmen borrowed significant amount of words and some affixes from 

neighboring languages, but the structure of the language proves it to be a language 

isolate. Archeological and ethnographic research informs that the Itelmens were the 

first people in Kamchatka and they inhabited most of the Kamchatka peninsula before 

Russian contact (Dikov 2003; Orlova 1999).  

In the 1920s, Russian scholar Orlova differentiated three dialects of the 

Itelmen language which have survived into the 20th century (now called Western 

Itelmen by contemporary linguists): Southern (Sopochnoe, Moroshechnoe villages), 

Northern (Kovran, Utkholok, Napana villages), and North-Eastern (Sedanka village). 

A mixture of the southern and northern dialect was observed in the villages of 

Khairyuzovo and Belogolovoe (Orlova 1999). Currently, there are two speakers who 

were born in Moroshechnoe village, one from Sopochnoye, and two from Sedanka. 

There is a number of passive speakers born in Kovran and Napana. These dialects 

significantly differ from each other; nevertheless they can be mutually understood.  
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The Itelmen language speakers mainly live in four villages-- Tigil, Kovran, 

Khairyuzovo, and Palana. All are located in the Tigilski Raion of the Kamchatka 

District on the coast of the sea of Okhotsk. Itelmen people of this area are called 

Western Itelmen. There is also a number of Itelmens who moved from these villages 

into Kamchatka’s capital city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. These Itelmens are not 

language speakers; nevertheless, they take active part in language revitalization. 

Therefore, these areas are of major interest to the research and language revitalization.  

Table 1. Speakers of Itelmen in Different Periods 

Year Number of 
Itelmens 

Number of 
speakers 

 
Source 
 

1897 census 2,779 1, 175 Volodin 1976 
1926/27 census 834 742 Orlova 1994 
1959 census 1,100 396 Volodin 1976 

2011  approx. 20 total, 
8 fluent 

personal 
observations 

2015  approx.15 total, 
5 fluent 

personal 
observations 

 

Itelmen Language in Academia: Literature Review 

The Kamchatka peninsula became a part of Russia in the 17th century when 

the first Cossacks came. Vladimir Atlasov joined Kamchatka by establishing a 

Russian Orthodox Cross on the shore of the Kamchatka River, the main river of the 

peninsula and the home of the Itelmen people. This was the beginning of the written 

history of Kamchatka and its peoples. The Itelmen language is fairly well-described. 

There are several word lists from the 18th and 19th centuries and texts and grammatical 

sketches from the 20th.  

The first accounts of Itelmens appear in the records of the Cossacks in the late 

1600s (Skaski Vladimira Atlasova). Atlasov was the first who, along with his 

‘discoveries’, wrote down some information about the indigenous peoples of the area. 
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In those times Itelmens occupied most of the peninsula and according to various 

reports were 15,000 – 20,000 people. Being a settled community they were the first to 

have contact with the Cossacks.  

More detailed documentation of Itelmens and their language did not start until 

the 18
th century when the first ethnographers, Stepan P. Krasheninnikov and later 

Georg W. Steller, arrived to Kamchatka land and conducted their extensive research 

on Itelmens (Krasheninnikov 1949; Steller 2003). Their research did not specifically 

focus on the language but they provided the first recorded information about the 

language. Krasheninnikov noticed that “the Itelmen language itself is already divided 

into many very distinct dialects, even though that they are one people in one country” 

(Krasheninnikov 1994, 191). Krasheninnikov also mentioned that each Itelmen 

settlement had its own dialect (Krasheninnikov 1994, 2). He tried to collect some data 

about the language. In his Description of the Kamchatka Land, Krasheninnikov talked 

about three Itelmen dialects: Northern, Southern, and Western (Krasheninnikov 1994, 

137). In the same source, he provided a comparative word list of Itelmen dialects. 

Krasheninnikov described  those dialects as three separate Itelmen languages with 

their own sub-dialects. According to these accounts, Itelmen speech had significant 

differences depending on the location. Both Krasheninnikov and Steller wondered 

how Itelmens managed to understand each other between the dialects. As mentioned 

earlier, nowadays there is only one Western dialect (or language), which 

Krasheninnikov described as a mixture of Northern and Southern dialects with the 

borrowings from the neighboring Koryak language (Krasheninnikov 1949, 360).  

Russian geologist Karl von Ditmar conducted his extensive research in 

Kamchatka in the 1850s (Ditmar 1901). His focus was on geology but during his 

travels along the peninsula he made notes about the indigenous cultures. In his 
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Travels and Living in Kamchatka in 1851-1855. Part 1. (Historical Report According 

to Traveler’s Diaries) Ditmar noted that Itelmens of the Western coast hardly spoke 

any Russian and Itelmens who lived along the Kamchatka River (Northern dialect) 

were already ashamed to speak their ancestral language. By that time, it was the 

language of elders (361) in that area. At the same time, Ditmar mentioned that 

Itelmens of the Northern dialect used a mixed Russian-Itelmen speech and quite often 

it was difficult for him to identify whether he was talking to a Russianized Itelmen or 

Kamchatkanized Russian (353). Ditmar did not provide any information about the 

state of the Southern dialect, but he mentioned that one of his informants from 

Sedanka (Western coast) characterized a Southern dialect as being influenced by Ainu 

and Kuril languages. 

In the 1870s, Polish and Russian geographer, zoologist, doctor, linguist, and 

activist Benedict Dibovski conduced his research on Itelmen language in Kamchatka. 

He was the last scholar who had a chance to hear all three Itelmen dialects/languages. 

Later Dibovski published the first dictionary of Itelmen language (Dibovski 1998). 

Twenty years later, a Russian doctor Tushov did his travels along the Western 

coast of Kamchatka. He provided important ethnographic and linguistic information 

According to Tyushov, at the beginning of the 1900s the Itelmen language was used 

only on the Westerncoast (Okhotsk sea coast). 3 Itelmens of the rest of the peninsula 

were speaking “broken Russian” (Tyushov 1906, 547). Tyushov lived in Kamchatka 

for over 10 years and did multiple travels to the villages. His work was published in 

1905 in which, along with his stories about Itelmens of the Western coast, he 

provided some information about Itelmen words (Tyushov 1906). He also dedicated 

																																																								
3 Villages of Sopochnoe, Moroshechnoe, Belogolovoe, Khairyuzovo, Kovran, Utkholok, Napana, and 
Sedanka. 
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an entire chapter of his book to the Itelmen language (456-511), where one can find a 

word list from different villages. In the same chapter, Tyushov provided more 

extensive explanations and comments regarding phonetics, grammar, and morphology 

for some words and phrases. 

At the end of the 19th early 20th centuries Russian ethnographers Tan 

Bogoraz and Vladimir Jochelson (who was also joined later in the expeditions by his 

wife Dina Jochelson-Brodskaya) conducted extensive research on the Eastern coast of 

Russia as part of the Northern Jesup North Pacific Expedition 1897-1902 headed by 

France Boas in 1910-1911 and later during Ryubushinsky Expedition 1908-1910. 

During the investigations Jochelson wrote down 40 Itelmen tales and one life story. 

These texts were published in 1961 in the USA by D. Worth and Jacobson (Worth 

1961). Jochelson also wrote down some linguistic and ethnographic information about 

Itelmens, which has never been published and is now located in the Jochelson 

collection in the New York Public Library (Stephen A. Schwarzman Building, Main 

Branch on 42nd St.). During my visit to this collection in May 2011, I was introduced 

to Jochelso’s language flash cards and his diaries. One of the pages of his diaries 

provide kinship in Itelmen. This information is not mentioned in other sources, 

neither old nor contemporary ones. 

Tan Bogoras who visited Itelmens as well during these expeditions in his 

fundamental work, Chukchi (1934), provided some analysis of Chukchi-Kamchatka 

language group and some data on the grammatical structure of the Itelmen. Bogoraz 

did not have enough time to spend with Itelmens (only 20 days in Khairyuzovo 

village) and, consequently, Itelmen is less presented in his work than the neighboring 

Koryak and Chukchi languages. 

The mentioned research took place in Tsarist Russia. It was conducted mainly 
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by amateur investigators, who were not specialists in language documentation. Most 

of these prominent researchers did not concentrate their research specifically on the 

Itelmen language as the main aim of their travels was not to learn and document the 

language but traditional culture. At that time, Itelmen language was purely oral 

without the writing system and some of the early researchers wrote it down the way 

they heard it. For this reason it is difficult sometimes to understand whether the data 

is accurate but it does not mean that it is of less value. 

The time of Tsarist Russia introduced the Russian Orthodox Church, which 

became the main religion of Itelmens. Russian language in Kamchatka was primarily 

introduced through the Russian Orthodox Church schools. Unfortunately, Russian 

Orthodox priests did not leave any notes about the language.  

The name of Elizaveta Orlova is prominent for Itelmen scholarship of the 

Soviet period as she focused her research on Itelmens and documented some language 

of the Western Itelmens in the 1920s when Itelmen was still the first language. In her 

Ethnography of Itelmens, Orlova provides census data and a discussion of the dialects 

of the Itlemen (Orlova 1999).  In 1932, together with Itelmen students from the Far 

Eastern Technical School of the Peoples of the North, Orlova published the first ABC 

for Itelmens Ntanselgzaalkiren (Lets Study) (Orlova 1932). Later, she published a 

book of mathematical problems in Itelmen called Arifmetika (Orlova 1933). For this 

book the authors recreated ancient way of Itelmen counting, which by then was lost 

among Itelmens. In both books, the writing system was based on Latin.  

A professor of the Hertzen Institute, Tatiana Moll, published her work in 

1960. Although she specialized on Chukchi and Koryak languages, Moll briefly 

analyzed the phonetics and morphology of the Sedanka dialect of the Itelmen 

language (Moll 1960). Moll based her analysis on the materials that were collected by 
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her students during their summer fieldwork practice in Kamchatka. 

The first fundamental research on Itelmen language was conducted by a 

Russian linguist, Alexander P. Volodin. He did his extensive linguistic study of the 

Itelmen language in 1962-1973. In 1962 Volodin had an opportunity to work in the 

only Itelmen village that had not been relocated.4 This village was called Napana 

(Western coast of Kamchatka). Later, in 1966, when the author returned to 

Kamchatka, Napana villagers were already removed to Tigil. Volodin made five field 

trips to Kamchatka total of sixteen month. As a result of his research, Volodin 

published Itelmen Language (1976), which is a detailed and the only published 

research of phonetics and morphology of the language. In his publication Volodin 

characterized Itelmen as both a living and the dead language. It was a living language 

as there were hundreds of speakers. But it could be considered dead because it was 

not transmitted to children (10). The language was kept in the families as not the 

required means of communication, and only the elderly members of the family 

maintained it. Volodin differentiated two dialects of the contemporary Itelmen 

language. Both are of the Western Itelmens: the Sedankinski (Northern) dialect, and 

the Napanski dialect (spoken in by the former citizens of Napana, Kovran, 

Sopochnoe, Utkholok, Moroshechnoe, and Khairyuzovo) (Volodin 1976, 17). 

Discussion on the negative impacts that indigenous cultures and languages 

suffered from the Soviet politics will be offered in the following chapters, however it 

is important to mention the Soviet Union did provide strong support for academic 

																																																								
4	Mass relocations occurred throughout the Russian North in the mid-1900s. The policy of the Soviet 
Union was to enlarge small and non-perspective villages by bringing the citizens of those villages 
together into several bigger settlements that would live off the collective farming. Relocations caused 
major destruction to the Itelmen language. The citizens of the nine remaining villages of Tigilskiy 
Raion (District) were removed into two newly created Tigil and ‘New’ Kovran and got mixed with 
other Kamchatkan indigenous groups, Russians, and those who came from the Soviet Republics for 
well paid jobs (e.g. Ukrainians). 
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research of the cultures throughout the country. Due to this support, Orlova and 

Volodin had an opportunity to conduct their research among Itelmens. Having the aim 

of bringing the “light of education,” the Soviet Union also raised indigenous 

intelligentsia. Nadezhda Starokova was the first Itelmen ethnographer. She knew 

Itelmen as her first language. This allowed her conduct high quality research on the 

material culture of the Itelmens (Starkova 1976). Language investigation was not her 

main focus, but she left some recordings of the language and a dictionary, which has 

not been published.  

Another representative of Itelmen intelligentsia is Klavdia N. Khaloimova. As 

a professor of pedagogy she dedicated her life to the revitalization of the Itelmen 

language. Khaloimova closely worked with Volodin and other linguists on language 

data. Together with linguists from St. Petersburg, Volodin and Asinovsky, they 

developed a Cyrillic based alphabet for Itelmen. For a long time Khaloimova was a 

curriculum developments specialist in the Institute of the Improvement of 

Qualification of Teachers in Kamchatka, where she published an immense amount of 

textbooks for schools and methodological papers for teachers of the Itelmen language 

(over 60 publications). The most prominent work is the Russian-Itelmen, Itelmen-

Russian dictionary co-authored with Volodin (Volodin and Khaloimova 1989). 

The fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 opened Russia to foreign scholars. One of 

the first foreign linguists who focused specifically on Itelmen was Jonathan Bobaljik. 

His primary research cites were Tigil and Kovran villages in 1993-2001. As a 

member of the Kamchatka Ethnographic-Ecological Expedition, Bobaljik and a team 

of ethnographers lived in Kovran for a year in 1993-1994 researching the Itelmen 

language. The expedition was a collaborative project between Columbia University 

(David Koester as the main investigator, Ingrid Summers and Jonathan Bobaljik-
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research assistants) and Kamchatka Institute of Ecology and Nature Management5 

(KIEP) (Viktoria Petrasheva as the main investigator) funded mainly by the National 

Council for Soviet and East European Research (NCSEER).  

There were still a significant amount of speakers at that time. Many hours of 

Itelmen conversations were audio recorded as a result of this expedition. The end 

product for the community was a book of Itelmen tales in Itelmen and in Russian with 

audio recordings of those tales told by the speakers (Bobaljik 1996). Bobaljik also put 

together a booklet-- 12 Lessons of Itelmen Language--that can be used as a textbook 

for those who want to learn the language (Bobaljik 2001). This booklet is a user-

friendly introduction into the basics of the Itelmen grammar. One does not have to be 

a linguist in order to be able to effectively use it. There is also number of linguistic 

theoretical articles published by Bobaljik where he extensively uses examples from 

the Itelmen (Bobaljik n.d.; Bobaljik 2003). 

David Koester, who organized the mentioned Expedition is now a professor at 

the University of Alaska Fairbanks. After the Soviet wall fell, he immediately went to 

Kamchatka and started working with Itelmens. As a cultural anthropologist he did not 

focus on the Itelmen language, but language has been an important component in his 

research projects. Koester took part in the conversations in Itelmen and recorded 

them. Koester’s latest research project was the study of Itelmen hunting, which 

resulted in a movie. The movie was edited in cooperation with an Estonian visual 

anthropologist. Koester, the anthropologist, and Georgiy Zaporotskiy (an Itelmen, 

male elder) went hunting in spring of 2008 to the native grounds of Georgiy. He was 

the last male speaker of the Itelmen language and passed away in 2013. Due to the 

detailed work of David Koester, the Itelmens now have recordings of various hunting 
																																																								
5 Kamchatka Institute of Ecology and Nature Management5 (KIEP) has been renamed after into a 
Kamchatka Branch of the Pacific Institute of Geography of the Russian Academy of Sciences (KF TIG 
DVO RAN).  
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stories, which Georgiy was always kind enough to share.  

Another prominent researcher of the Itelmen language and culture is Erich 

Kasten, a senior research fellow of Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology. His 

publications on Itelmen are of exceptional value to Itelmens, as they were developed 

specifically for language revitalization. One of the main publications is the Historic 

and Ethnographic Textbook on the Itelmen Language, which Kasten published 

together with Klavdia Khaloimova, Michael Durr, and Sergey Loginov (2001). This 

textbook is a combination of Itelmen ethnography and language. A textbook is 

constructed to be used at schools. It is divided into themed sections such as fishing, 

hunting, cuisine, Itelmen villages (contemporary and closed ones), dance, games, etc. 

In these sections the authors describe traditional Itelmen life using the Itelmen 

language and illustrations. Russian is used only in the introduction. The book can be 

used as a sort of encyclopedia. This publication has an electronic version, which has 

sound to it: by clicking at the sentence the user can hear native speaker’s 

pronunciation. Some sentences have examples with the recordings of the speakers of 

different dialects and the user can hear dialectic variations of a sentence or a word. 

This publication came out in Russian and in English and in 2012 was republished in 

Russian with some revisions (Kasten et al. 2012).  

In 2010 Kasten established the Foundation for Siberian Cultures in Germany. 

Most of the published work of this Foundation is accessible through their website, 

which is a rich repository of the traditional knowledge of indigenous peoples of 

Siberia. According to Kulturstiftung Sibirien, “The aims of the foundation are: the 

preservation of indigenous languages and the knowledge (especially ecological 

knowledge) expressed in them; and the preservation and further enhancement of art 

and craft traditions of indigenous peoples” (Kulturstiftung Sibirien 2010). This 
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website is an important source for the Itelmen language. One can find articles and the 

mentioned textbook for free, as well as videos with the native speakers and other 

materials collected during Kasten’s multiple fieldworks. 

Itelmen language has been of interest to the Japanese scholars as well. 

Chikako Ono, professor at Chiba University, has been working with Itelmens since 

1990. She focused her research on the Sedanka dialect of the Itelmen and published a 

number of linguistic articles. The main publication that is of the most use to Itelmens 

is a Lexicon of Words and Conversation Phrases for the Itelmen Northern Dialect 

(Ono 2003). It is the first published source that provides information on the Northern 

dialect of the Itelmen language. The purpose of this publication not only to record the 

words, but to make the dictionary user-friendly and useful to the Itelmen community. 

The words are divided into thematic areas: pronouns; nouns; size words; form words; 

features of objects; features of people; actions; water; land  landscape; animals; birds; 

fish; insects; worms; body parts of humans; body parts of animals; life; clothes; at 

work; at home, etc. All the words are written in four forms: Russian, Itelmen 

translation in Cyrillic, Itelmen translation in IPA, and Japanese translation. Therefore, 

the dictionary is useful for both the Itelmens who read Cyrillic and for linguists. 

Another feature of this dictionary is that, together with the lexicons, it provides 

various forms of those lexicons. For example, the verb has an infinitive form, and also 

examples for second person plural or first person past, etc. It does not provide all the 

forms. The book is divided into two parts. First part is the various thematic words and 

the second part is more dedicated to thematic phrases and sentences that may be 

useful in different conversations. 

The fall of the Soviet Union opened the doors to foreign researchers who 

conducted important linguistic study of the language and culture and wider 
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opportunities for the Itelmen language documentation. More importantly these 

researchers tried to make their research applicable to the community. All of them 

published some sort of language educational materials that can be used in language 

revitalization. Since the world of Itelmen academia is rather small, strong 

collaborations between Russian, foreign, and indigenous scholars have developed. An 

example of such collaboration is a “Collaborative Research: Integrated Audio/Video 

Documentation of Itelmen,” which was funded by the National Science Foundation. 

This project united experts in the Itelmen language, speakers of Itelmen and 

indigenous scholars to work on editing an audio-visual digital dictionary. Prof. 

Bobaljik (University of Connecticut) is a PI for the  project and Prof. Ono (Chiba 

University) is the main linguist. This dictionary is edited in close consultation with 

Prof. Volodin (Institute of Linguistic Research in St. Petersburg), Prof. Khaloimova 

(Institute of the Improvement of Qualification of Teachers in Kamchatka), and Dr. 

Krauss (University of Alaska, Fairbanks). The basis of this dictionary is the index 

cards collected by Volodin in the 1960s during his fieldwork investigations, and 

wordlists from Jochelson, Dibovski, Starkova, Krasheninnikov, Tyushov, Ono and 

others. Prof. Koester (University of Alaska, Fairbanks) and I (University of Arizona) 

provide ethnographic expertise to the dictionary.6 

Another example of collaboration is an initiative on Googling traditional 

landscapes in Itelmen that is being developed by Dr. Brian Thom, University of 

Victoria (Canada), Dr. Benedict Colombi, University of Arizona (USA), and myself. 

This initiative is aiming at recording memories and stories associated with the Itelmen 

places of significance in Itelmen and Russian languages using Google maps’ tools. 

This multi-year research is striving to provide the community with a database on 

																																																								
6	This	collaborative	project	partially	supported	this	dissertation	research.	A	more	detailed	
explanation	of	my	participation	in	this	project	is	in	the	section	on	Funding.	
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ethno-historical accounts associated with traditional Itelmen grounds (Thom et.al. 

under review).    

Itelmen language underwent a lengthy and tedious research. Many studies 

have been conducted and a significant amount of work has been published on Itelmen. 

These publications can and should be used as a supportive basis for language 

revitalization. Since there are few fluent speakers of Itelmen, the literature described 

above plays an essential role for those who are trying to learn the language. There is 

definitely no lack of literature on Itelmen, however there is lack of understanding 

among Itelmens on how to use the suggested publications to serve effective language 

learning.   

 Language Revitalization in Academia: Literature Review 

How can we bring indigenous languages back to life? What are the processes 

that guide the reverse language shift? What techniques and methodologies fit the best 

in language revitalization? Who can do it? What is the role of the community in 

language revitalization? How can an outside linguist be useful to the community? 

These questions remain to be relevant for theorists and practitioners.  

The area of language revitalization stands at the crossroads of various 

academia fields, bringing together linguistic and cultural anthropology, documentary 

and applied linguistics, sociolinguistics, sociocultural linguistics, education, oral 

history, ethnohistory, environmental studies, sociology, law and policy, native 

activism, and many other diverse fields. Languages are discussed in both Western 

academia and Native studies, as well as in the political arena of international meetings 

and at the level of state legislation. Taking a cosmopolitanist approach, well-

explained by Krupat in Red Matters (2002), one can quite confidently state that the 

discussion of indigenous languages is well-developed in the United States and 
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especially well-established by indigenous and western scholars who work in the 

universities of Alaska, Arizona, California, and Hawaii. It is important to know such 

names as Krauss, Zepeda, Hinton, Lipka, Harrison, and Kipp when starting to 

investigate the broad area of language endangerment.  

Among the most discussed trends in academia are the influence of language 

ideologies on language loss (Dorian 1999). First, colonialism, prestige, power or the 

idea of “social Darwinism of language” and language loss (Dorian 1999; Nettle and 

Romaine 2000). Second,the importance of language diversity and the discussion of 

the uniqueness of traditional knowledge maintained in the language (Hale 1992; 

Nettle and Romaine 2000; Harrison 2007). Finally, the proper translation of an 

indigenous language (Jocks 1999; Woodbury 1999).  

The question of the prestige of a language is one of the important queries in 

language revitalization. It greatly influences language shift and is closely intertwined 

with questions of identity formation among younger generations. Hopi scholar 

Sheilah Nicholas (2008), for example, provides an argument that without knowing the 

language one cannot be “fully” Hopi. Language constitutes a significant part of the 

identity that is developing from the time of birth and without this link it is hard to 

claim to be fully indigenous or native.  This becomes a major problem for indigenous 

youth who did not have a choice of whether they want to learn their native languages 

or not. However, absence of knowledge of the language influences their lives as 

indigenous to a great extent and it is very much connected with issues of low prestige 

and discrimination experienced by many indigenous nations throughout the world.    

The discussion that is more closely related to language revitalization in 

practice is focused on viewing various language revitalization programs (Hinton, 

Matt, and Steele 2002; Kipp 2000; Waziyatawin and Wilson 2005; Greymorning 
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1997; Baldwin n.d.), the use of technology and multimedia in language revitalization 

(Eisenlohr n.d.; Farfán 2003; Kasten 1998; Kroskrity and Reynolds 2008), the role of 

school in language revitalization and indigenization of school curriculums (Lipka, 

Mohat, and Cuilstet group 1998; Cajete 1994), and the pros and cons of literacy 

(Grenoble and Whaley 1999; Hinton and Hale 2008).  

Native American scholarship provides extensive research and useful 

methodologies for language revitalization, such as the Arapaho project on the 

translation of the Disney animated film, Bambi (Greymorning 2008); various 

language immersion programs (Hinton and Hale 2008); language planning for the 

Acoma pueblo (Sims 2008); language revitalization planning in the Blackfeet 

community (Kipp 2000); Master-Apprentice Language Learning Program (MALLP) 

(Hinton, Matt, and Steele 2002); etc. The main emphasis of the MALLP program is  

the immersion lesson where an apprentice/student learns from a master/fluent speaker, 

who is usually an elder. In How to Keep Your Language Alive, Hinton (2002) 

provides advice and examples to set up immersion activities in a way that best suits 

the master and the apprentice. Hinton starts her narration by uncovering some 

widespread myths that people usually follow when thinking about language 

revitalization, such as the absolute necessity of books or a professionally trained 

teacher, an emphasis on the writing system, or the idea that adults cannot learn the 

language. The main argument in Hinton’s work is that the language should be learned 

informally through listening and by doing activities together with the native speaker. 

Hinton offers “a commonsense approach to one-on-one language learning” (2002) 

that is based on the examples and experience of the scholar herself. Hinton’s method 

spread far beyond California and is widely used by the indigenous peoples in Alaska, 
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Hawaii, New Zealand, Scandinavia, and Australia. This method might be effective for 

revitalization of the Itelmen language as well.  

Another language revitalization method which proves to be “commonsense” is 

presented by Darrell Kipp in Encouragement, Guidance, Insights, and Lessons 

Learned for Native Language Activists Developing Their Own Tribal Language 

Programs (2000). Kipp’s introduction to a language revitalization philosophy is 

primarily based on Native epistemology. Providing the examples and sharing the 

experience of language revitalization in the Blackfeet community, Kipp offers steps to 

take during planning language revitalization program. He explains how to overcome 

challenges that appear and offers strong encouragement to the native leaders who are 

trying to revitalize their languages. Kipp urges people not to waste time on needless 

fights and concerns, but do what needs to be done. While explaining these ideas more 

explicitly, Kipp offers advice on multiple difficult and uncomfortable issues that 

teachers of indigenous languages face, as well as a step by step guidance on how an 

immersion school can be started, how to train personnel, how to work with children 

and their parents, how to work with the community, who should be the main teachers, 

how to govern such schools, where to look for financial support, and how to use class 

time wisely. Kipp also explains how to set up effective work between the elders and 

the children. In addition, he provides some tips on how to develop an immersion 

program from stage to stage (hearing, comprehension, silent stage, speaking stage) 

and what to do after children graduate school.  

Kipp provides an interesting discussion on the meaning of the word “culture.” 

He insists on the use of the word “language” instead. In his opinion, “culture” “is too 

vague, too consuming, and too volatile….” Kipp insists: “If you want to study culture, 

go to the museum.” This is reminiscent of the discussion that Clifford Geertz raised in 
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the world of anthropology in The Interpretation of Cultures (1973). There is such a 

variety among the meanings imbedded in the word “culture” that it is difficult to even 

provide a good enough definition. In various readings there is a discussion of whether 

academia should divide language and culture, or whether these can exist separately. 

Kipp is convincingly stating that language is culture and that “language” is a much 

better word to use.  

Hinton and Kipp provide examples of indigenous methodologies, which 

Kovach has analyzed in her work (2010). The main idea is to self-situate and learn 

from the surrounding indigenous world which is natural for the indigenous peoples. 

The process of transforming from the Western ways of knowing to indigenous 

epistemologies remains of interest to contemporary researchers and language 

activists, which  is a crucial concern to keep in mind during salvage of an endangered 

language. The work of Jerry Lipka, a professor from the University of Alaska 

Fairbanks (UAF), offers advice on how to maintain balance between Western and 

indigenous epistemologies in language revitalization. As a representative of a UAF’s 

Cross-cultural development program (X-CED) Lipka had an opportunity to join the 

group of Yupik teachers who were organized in a Ciulistet Group in 1987. The main 

goal of their work was to "reverse the historical processes of education as 

colonization and slowly replace it with a process of democratization by which 

underrepresented minorities’ access to the professional is increased, and their culture 

is included in the processes and content of schooling” (Lipka, Mohat, and Cuilstet 

group 1998, 5). As a result of this work with help of the Yup’ik elders, native teachers 

together with the UAF representatives developed the curriculum for schools in Yup’ik 

areas. The curriculum is not only language-focused, but also concentrates on making 
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traditional knowledge the core of science subjects and providing a holistic approach 

to education.  

Theoretical frameworks offered by Hinton, Kipp and Lipka specify valuable 

guidance on what to remember when working on language revitalization. Immersion 

programs are a major component of the discussion of language revitalization. The 

most well known examples of successful language revitalization through immersion 

programs come from Hawaii (Warner 2008, Wilson and Kamana 2008), and New 

Zealand (King 2008), where the aboriginal languages were developed to the level that 

they became official languages of the states. Due to the efforts of just several 

indigenous activists Maori and Hawaiian languages are now main languages in 

schools, colleges and universities. They have their own radio stations and television 

channels, and signs on the streets in both English and native languages.   

Examples provided by academia give hope that language revitalization is 

possible for a small indigenous group with a small number of fluent speakers. 

Language is an entity that unites people and brings fundamental support to the nations 

in various historical periods. The early 21st century is a period of recovery, 

revitalization and development of the Itelmen language. If we do not do it now, it 

might be too late in a few years. This ideological thread is seen in the examples 

discussed above and further in this dissertation, and it is true for the Itelmens. The 

examples briefly described above were fundamental for this research and served as an 

inspiration for the Itelmen language revitalization planning in this dissertation.    

Methodology and Research Design 

One of the most recognized scholars in linguistics and in language 

revitalization, Ken Hale (1992), noted that an essential goal of linguistics is 

“safeguarding diversity in the world of peoples” (1992, 41). This concept sets the tone 
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for most of the scholarly discussion in the area of language revitalization. It is the 

overall goal of this dissertation research as well.  

There is an impressive diversity of research methods that can be used in 

research related to language revitalization. No matter which methods a researcher 

chooses to use, he/she must make sure that those methods are based on the ethical 

code of the community, and that those are transparent and reflexive methods that 

respect the cultural protocols and prioritize the needs of the community. For this 

dissertation research I used a combination of the various ethnographic methods, 

indigenous methodologies and documentary linguistics methods (Smith 2006; Kovach 

2010; Heller 2008; Dwyer 2006; Rice 2006; Himmelmann 1998).  

Documentary linguistics defined by Himmelmann  is a “lasting multipurpose 

record of a language” (2006, 1) . By multipurpose Himmelmann means recording a 

language both as a social practice and as a cognitive faculty, which takes into account 

all aspects of a given language. The qualifier “lasting” implies long-term record that 

has a large variety of uses and is conducted for “generations and user groups whose 

identity is still unknown and who may want to explore questions not yet raised at the 

time when the language documentation was compiled” (2). In order to achieve that, 

language documentation should include a large set of primary data including corpus 

of observable linguistic behavior (interaction between the speakers) and 

metalinguistic knowledge (obtained through interaction between the speakers and a 

researcher) as major components. This understanding of language documentation 

allows native speakers to actively participate in the process as equal partners with the 

researcher and “to provide interpretations and systematizations for linguistic units and 

events” (8). 
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Himmelmann (2006) suggests that documentary linguistics has much to offer 

to language revitalization. It is open to the participation of the language community 

and the final database is useable by the community members who usually are not 

linguists. Farfan and Ramallo (2010), however, rather critically approached the 

question of the effectiveness of language documentation. The researchers divide 

language documentation practices into “active documentation or documentation 

oriented to the community” (Farfan and Ramallo 2012, 1) and “received 

documentation,” or documentation which is mainly concerned about “scientific 

descriptions of endangered languages” (1). Based on the idea that the main aim of 

language documentation is the establishment of repositories of digital archives, Farfan 

and Ramallo argue that it is crucially important to connect language documentation, 

sociolinguistics, and language revitalization.  

Having a background in anthropology, I agree with Farfan and Ramallo and 

also with Hill (2006) in that documentary linguists need to look more broadly at the 

language documentation and this often requires a linguist to be an ethnographer as 

well. Being an ethnographer and a linguist offers a researcher a larger package of 

methodologies and theories to conduct a more fruitful research related to an 

endangered language. Growing up in Kamchatka, I helped foreign anthropologists 

sometimes with Russian-English translation. This always made me wonder how an 

anthropologist could understand a culture without knowing a word in the language of 

this culture and, vice versa, how can one learn a language in isolation from the 

culture?  

When we talk about intersection of language documentation, sociolinguistics, 

and language revitalization we should consider framework suggested by Nathan and 

Csato (2006): 
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• Fieldwork on a language; 

• Fieldwork for the language community; 

• Fieldwork with the speakers of the language community; 

• Fieldwork by speakers of the language community; 

• Fieldwork delivered to a language community.   

The researchers suggest that this framework is concerned about the actual 

effective outputs, which are more important to the endangered languages then pure 

language documentation. This approach “directly addresses language endangerment 

through a commitment to participating in countermeasures” (Nathan and Csato 2006, 

2). The strongest feature of this approach is that it is aimed at urgent transformation 

of the collected language data into a friendly useable outcome, such as in Nathan’s 

and Csato’s (2006) case where collected material was integrated into multimedia 

programs. As a result of their documentation project the authors produced an 

interactive CD, which provided pedagogical language materials on various topics and 

in various interpretations such as games, cartoons, and images.  

Keeping this in mind for my dissertation study, I focused mainly on the fieldwork 

for the language community. I used participant observation, interviewing, and 

vechorki gatherings (or talking circles) as the main methods to involve the fluent 

speakers of the language, Itelmen language teachers, and learners. In order to deliver 

the outcomes of this research, several Itelmen language-learning aids have been 

developed as well as a possible plan for language revitalization. The mentioned 

methods and the outcomes will be described in detail in the following section and 

throughout this dissertation.    

Observation and Establishment of Rapport 

Heller (2008) noticed that much of the research related to languages uses 
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observation and interviews. Indeed, observation and, specifically, participant 

observation is an efficient way to get acquainted with the community. It allows the 

researcher to get familiar with the accepted ways of behavior and proper ethical 

protocols, and to look for the right research questions. As time goes by, participant 

observation allows the researcher to “look from the inside, as a group member” 

(Nortier 2008, 40). Nortier (2008) explains, participant observation is time 

consuming, but it pays back with more natural and trustful relationships between the 

researcher and the consultant. It allows for building a strong platform for applying 

other research methods, such as interviewing, experiments, and storytelling. 

For this research, participant observation was the focal method of 

investigation. Even as an Itelmen who is acquainted with the community, I still had to 

establish a rapport based on mutual trust, respect, and will to communicate. 

In order to gain better understanding of the circumstances for the language 

loss and contemporary socio-cultural life of Itelmen, the rapport had to be established 

on two equally important levels—with the elders, who are the most knowledgeable 

experts of the language, natural and irreplaceable teachers, and most critical judges of 

the language-related work; and with the Itelmen community as future students of the 

Itelmen language—so that all community members are willing to hear what I have to 

say, learn, and start actively using the language in everyday life, as well as provide 

support for the language- and culture-related initiatives. Indeed, establishing a strong 

and trusting bond with multiple individuals and with the community as a whole is a 

time consuming project. It took three years to establish such a multifunctional rapport, 

but there is still a feeling that this bond could be stronger and needs further 

development.      

In the summer of 2012, together with the professors specializing on Itelmen 
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language and culture from the University of Alaska Fairbanks, University of 

Connecticut, Chiba University, and the Institute of Linguistic Research (Russian 

Academy of Sciences), we organized a gathering of Itelmen speakers. 7 It was an 

eight-day event where the remaining speakers of the Itelmen language gathered in one 

place. Being a part of this event helped me get acquainted with the remaining 

speakers of the Itelmen language. At that time there were eight fluent speakers. This 

gathering was a chance for me to meet with the respected elders, have conversations, 

and introduce myself as a trustworthy scholar and Itelmen person. This meeting 

served as an onset for what will hopefully be long, productive relationships between 

the researcher and the elders. By being a part of organizing committee for the 

Gathering of Itelmen Speakers, I also stated to the entire Itelmen community the 

serious intentions of this research and language revitalization plans. After having this 

experience, I felt more confident to go back to places where these elders live in order 

to work with them on language materials during the following years.  

In the course of this dissertation, I use the word “elders” to refer to the fluent 

speakers of Itelmen. Another term that is used is “knowledge holders or knowledge 

keepers”, which implies a broader age range and various levels of knowledge of 

Itelmen. In the context of this research, knowledge holders include fluent speakers of 

Itelmen and middle-aged individuals who are not fluent in Itelmen but grew up 

hearing it from their grandparents.  

Establishing the rapport with the rest of the Itelmen community took much 

longer. Fall of 2013 through the spring of 2015 I lived in Kovran village—the 

contemporary capital of the Itelmens. The population of Kovran is less than 300 

people and the majority is Itelmen. It is the only place where Itelmen language lessons 

																																																								
7 A detailed analysis of the Gathering of the Itelmen speakers is provided in the following chapters of 
this dissertation. 
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are included in the school program if there is a teacher willing to teach the language. 

Their kindergarten is also unique. It has a strong component on indigenous education 

of children and most of the teachers there are Itelmen. Kovran is also home for the 

Itelmen folk dance group “Elvel,” which has remained active for many years in 

keeping and evolving the traditional Itelmen celebrations, rituals, dance, songs, and 

native crafts. Strong Itelmen leadership evolved from Kovran and continues to 

support Itelmen culture throughout Kamchatka. There are no fluent speakers of the 

Itelmen language in Kovran, however, there are a number of passive speakers who 

grew up hearing and understanding the language in their families. For these reasons, 

Kovran appears to be a place where productive language revitalization should occur 

sometime soon.  

In 2013 I was offered a position at a Kovran Community House, and I 

accepted it without hesitation. Being a head of the Community House, I had to 

organize various events for the villagers. Those were not necessarily indigenous 

celebrations, but official state celebrations such as New Year and Victory Day and 

educational events related to smoking, drug use, healthy life style, multicultural 

tolerance, and respect. Since there was no teacher of Itelmen at the time, I also taught 

Itelmen at school for grades 5-9. This experience gave me the opportunity to become 

a part of the community, conduct the research from the insider’s perspective, and use 

participant observation methods to the fullest extent to gather data. This research is 

meant to be community-friendly and it was an honor to serve to the community while 

conducting this dissertation study.  

Establishing a rapport was a time consuming, but rather rewarding, step 

towards initiating this dissertation research. It also helped become a part of the 

community and acquire an emic approach to this study. Developing a rapport also 
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helped to establish the foundation for the participant observation, which was 

extensively used during my work at the Community House of Kovran, and fieldworks 

in various locations that are important to revitalization of Itelmen (Palana, Tigil, and 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchtski). Throughout this study I observed the dimensions of the 

life of the Itelmen language in different situations and the community response to 

various language initiatives that I have been able to introduce and discuss further in 

this dissertation.   

Interviewing 

To complement the research, I used interviewing to extend knowledge on the 

topic and clarify information. One of the advantages of this method is that it involves 

personal contact. This increases the likelihood that the respondent is more honest and 

serious (Agheyisi and Fishman 1970). Interviewing is a frequently used method in 

language-related studies that allows the researcher to set up a conversation with a 

selected participant then get permission to record naturally occurring talk; it also 

allows a more controlled environment where a researcher can guide the conversation 

and find out the specifics of a topic (Codó 2008). Interviewing allows a researcher to 

explore people’s lived experiences (Seidman 2006).  

Open-ended, or what Codó (2008) calls unstructured, interviews fit naturally 

into my research. This method offered more freedom for a participant to organize the 

conversation on the given topic. It provided space for storytelling, biographical 

narratives, and share lived experiences. Keeping in mind Codó’s advice that in order 

for the interview to have some kind of order, the researcher needs to have a list of 

topics to cover, a question list was developed and used for this study in both English 

and Russian languages (Appendix A). Open-ended interviewing proved to work with 

Itelmen elders the most. Once the conversation started they would develop it 
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themselves. However, it was important to remember not to rush the speaker or 

interfere too much. The elders often needed time to remember and word the important 

information they were willing to share.  

This study is meant to be an indigenous-run study; therefore, methodologies 

offered by Cree scholar Margaret Kovach (2010), based on Cree epistemology, 

appeared to be practical for the study in Kamchatka. I agree with Kovach (2010) 

when she emphasizes that: 

Research participants accustomed to the oral tradition of sharing through story 
will self-regulate their response to ensure that the question is being respected 
and answered. They will also provide the necessary contextual detail. It 
becomes less about research participants responding to research questions, and 
more about the participants sharing their stories in relation to question. (124)  
 

Some of the suggested methods (conversational, sharing circles, research-

sharing circles, dreams, fasts, ceremonies, walks in nature, and silence) fit perfectly 

into my research. Open-structured conversational method that has been used the most 

during this study is similar to the open-ended interviews; nonetheless, it allows more 

participants’ control over the conversation. This method is “flexible enough to 

accommodate principles of native oral traditions” (Kovach 2010, 123). It shows 

respect to the story of the participant. This method requires more time and sessions, 

but for a researcher from a community, this should not be a drawback. The more time 

a researcher can spend with knowledge-holders the more knowledge and wisdom she 

can gain.  

For this research, I used various settings for the interviews. I conducted four 

formal interviews with indigenous language teachers. Two interviews were with the 

teachers of indigenous languages of Russia other than Itelmen. These teachers shared 

their views on the state of indigenous languages in the country and their thoughts on 

how language situations can be improved. Two interviews were conducted with 
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Itelmen language teachers: one from Palana and one from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. 

These educators shared their experience on language teaching in the urban setting of 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski and in the setting of the regional capital of Palana. The 

interviews were important to gain understanding of teachers’ perspectives on the 

research subject.  

Multiple informal interviews occurred throughout the study as part of me 

being a participant observer of the interior life of contemporary Itelmens. I initiated 

discussions among different age groups of Itelmen on the language endangerment and 

revitalization in various informal settings, such as visits for dinner, leisure time 

outside, and preparation for the Community House performances. I marked in my 

field notes the important point from those discussions.  

A significant part of this dissertation is also based on the interviews with the 

fluent speakers, held during the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers in 2012. These 

interviews were conducted for the above mentioned NSF project on the Audio and 

Visual Documentation of the Itelmen Language by David Koester and Victoria 

Petrasheva. Since I am part of this project, I have been able to use these interviews to 

support this dissertation research.    

Research-Sharing Circle 

The research-sharing circle was another interesting method that benefited my 

study. Cree scholar Margaret Kovach defines it as a method “for gathering group 

knowledge in academic and applied research” (2010, 124). This method allows 

everybody to provide input into the applicable aspect of research. In the case of 

language revitalization, research-sharing circle can help facilitate a discussion 

between language speakers, language teachers, and community members about the 
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possible language revitalization activities that a community is willing to take active 

part in as a whole.  

In the case of working with the Itelmen community I tried to use a gathering 

called vechorki as an indigenous method for a research. The word vechorki is 

borrowed from Russian, meaning “evenings.” This gathering is not associated with 

any seasonal or ceremonial cycle, but it is a space where community members, 

usually elders, meet to remember old life, share stories, sing songs, play games, 

dance, and have a good time. I grew up attending vechorki in Kovran during the 

summers when my grandmother took me with her to visit relatives in the village, and 

I remember that they were organized almost every week. Currently, in Kovran, it is 

more challenging to organize vechorki. There are less and less elders who have 

traditional Itelmen knowledge and there are no fluent speakers left in this village. In 

Kovran, the vechorki tradition seems to be going away along with the elders.  

In the city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski, on the contrary, the vechorki is a 

new tradition that still occurs. It is the yearning of urban Itelmens for the homeland, 

for being among Itelmens, that keeps them kin in organizing vechorki gatherings 

several times a year. In 2014, I helped organize vechorki in Petropavlovsk-

Kamchatski that were specifically dedicated to the Itelmen language revitalization.  

Vechorki are most interesting when they occur spontaneously. An example of 

such vechorki is from the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers 2012. The elders organized 

vechorki themselves every evening. After the hard day of work with the linguists and 

anthropologists, the participants of this gathering felt it was important to get together 

in an informal setting to remember the old times and relax. This was the space where I 

had a chance to participate as an insider and learn through observing, and that brought 

me back to my childhood vechorki experience in Kovran.  



	 	 45 

This method helped me set stronger rapport with the speakers of Itelmen 

during the Gathering and Itelmens who live in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. In Kovran 

vechorki were not so successful. It showed, however, that this tradition is endangered 

in the village and we need to think on how it can be kept alive  in Kovran.  

Methods of Recording Data 

Audio and video recording is crucial for language revitalization. Our culture is 

changing at such a rapid speed that it is important to accompany research with audio 

and video recording, especially when it is language-related. Presently, Itelmens have 

five fluent speakers. If we do not get the babies to speak Itelmen now, these 

recordings will be the only source for language learners. For language documentation, 

in part of my research I used Camcorder camera and an Olympus digital recorder. For 

recording linguistic exercises, I tried to set the speakers in a room that was blocked 

from the noise. We also made some video and audio recording sessions outside in the 

harvesting areas and near the dog sledging ground to stimulate the speakers’ 

memories connected with those aspects of Itelmen life. The life histories of the elders 

were also video and audio recorded at the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers. The 

interviews with the teachers were audio recorded without the use of video.  

This research was also supported by field notes. Field notes is a universal 

method that can be used in combination with some of the other methods. They are 

especially valuable during spontaneous conversations, which occurred frequently and 

unexpectedly throughout my fieldwork in Kamchatka. It was useful to make field 

notes during the observations when there was no chance to do an audio or video 

recording. For the language documentation work, field notes helped in proofing and 

checking the word spellings in cases when the speaker could write in the native 

language. 
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Participant observation, interviewing, vechorki gatherings, field notes, and 

video and audio recording served as reliable methods during my fieldwork. Some 

methods were used more than the others, but all of the methods were equally valuable 

to this research that was conducted in multiple places, among various people, and in 

different situations and settings.   

A Map of the Study Area 

 

 
Figure 2: Map of The Research Cites. Places visited marked in yellow, relocated 
villages marked in red. 

Over the course of this study, the researcher was located in Kovran and from 

there, visited three other places that are important when thinking about language 

revitalization for Itelmen. The villages of Kovran, Tigil, and the town of Palana are 

located in Tigilskii District of Koryak Autonomous Okrug (KAO), which is a part of 

Kamchatskii Krai. Palana is the capital town of KAO. It is home to the Palana 

Pedagogical Community College, which is a school for young teachers of the Itelmen 

language and other languages of Kamchatka. At the time of this research, two Itelmen 

language teachers who have dedicated their lives to the Itelmen language 

revitalization lived in Palana . Therefore, it was important to conduct some interviews 
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in Palana. I investigated the Itelmen language program offered at the College and 

observed teaching methodologies there as well.  

The town of Palana also has an Advanced Training Institute for Teachers of 

the Teachers. This Institute is working on developing curriculums for the native 

villages and language planning. Currently, there is no professor of Itelmen at the 

Institute; nevertheless, I conducted some informal interviews with the curriculum 

development specialists of the Koryak language, who reflected on the general 

situation of language revitalization in rural areas.  

Two fluent language speakers live in Tigil village. One of them, Lyudmila 

Egorovna Pravdoshina, remains active in travelling and sharing her language 

knowledge with others. 8 I am grateful to her welcoming me and being ready to be 

recorded and ready to travel wherever I asked her to go. For this research, I made two 

trips to Tigil and collected several interviews with Pravdoshina and her family 

members. Lyudmila Egorovna was also able to come to Kovran for the traditional 

Itelmen celebration in September 2014, where we were able to video and audio record 

some language lessons and interviews.  

The capital city of Kamchatskii Krai-Petropavlovsk-Kamchatskii is becoming 

significantly more active and productive at the arena of culture and language 

revitalization. A number of Itelmens who live in the city are active in language 

revitalization. Most of them moved from Kovran and other Itelmen villages and try to 

keep their bond with the Itelmen community by organizing Itelmen vechorki in 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski and attending language lessons once a week. A movement 

																																																								
8 Travelling in Kamchatka is extremely difficult. From Kovran-Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski is a 2 hour 
flight, and 2.30 hour from Tigil-Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. One needs to plan a trip well in advance 
since the tickets sell out fast. Even if you have the tickets you never know whether you will get on the 
plane. It might be too small, or the weather is unpassable. Kovran-Tigil can be reached by a 15 minute 
flight which occurs once a month or by a snowmobile in winter. This trip takes about five hours. Thus, 
traveling in Kamchatka has all the qualities of an extreme travel.  
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is coming from the Itelmen youth who live in the city. Many are students who arrived 

from the remote villages to obtain their degrees and get involved into the 

revitalization process. During several short visits, I attended language lessons and 

native celebrations, and conducted formal and informal interviews with the teachers 

of indigenous languages, language learners, and indigenous leaders. During one of the 

visits of the city I also had a chance to attend and participate in a round table 

discussion between native language teachers, indigenous intelligentsia, and the 

government on the possible legislative act related to the development of the languages 

of Kamchatka. This provided me with insight on how the government of Kamchatka 

understands the language situation and its vision on how it can support the 

development of indigenous languages of the peninsula.     

In this dissertation, I refer to interviews with elders about language shift in 

their family, collected during the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers in 2012; interviews 

with the Itelmen language teachers; interviews with the young indigenous leaders; 

interviews with passive speakers of the language; interviews with the teachers of 

other endangered languages; materials gathered for language lessons; experience 

working at the Community House; video recordings of Itelmen lessons conducted by 

other teachers; State documents; and informal conversations with language activists.    

Table 2. Study Timetable 

DATE ACTIVITY 
June 2012 Gathering of the Itelmen Speakers 
Spring 2013 Fieldwork in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski  
October 2013 – 
September 2015 

Kovran Community House work 

March 2014, 2015 Fieldwork in Tigil  
March 2015 Fieldwork in Palana 
Throughout the 
period of 2012-
2016 

Data analysis 
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Funding and Support 

Three NSF projects supported this dissertation research. The NSF dissertation 

improvement grant was aimed at supporting my dissertation research expenses and 

mostly per-diem in Kamchatka (2013-2015) (Doctoral Dissertation Research: 

Possibilities for Itelmen language revitalization in Kamchatka, Russia (Award# 

1236971). PI, Dr. Ofelia Zepeda; Co-PI, Tatiana Degai). Some funding was budgeted 

for the language revitalization multimedia project as a practical outcome of this 

research.  

During 2012-2016 I have also been involved in collaborative NSF projects as 

a graduate student researcher and as a community liaison for the University of 

Connecticut (“Collaborative Research: Integrated Audio/Video Documentation of 

Itelmen” (Award #1263668). PI, Dr. Jonathan Bobaljik; NSF Collaborative Research: 

Comprehensive Itelmen [itl] Dictionary BCS 1263535 PI, J Bobaljik University of 

Connecticut). The aim of these ongoing NSF projects is to gather linguistic and 

ethnographic data for the Itelmen language dictionary for which Dr. Jonathan 

Bobaljik (University of Connecticut) and Dr. Chikako Ono (Chiba University) are the 

main linguists. My main role in this project is to make sure the project outcomes 

reach the community in a user-friendly format, organize a gathering of the remaining 

Itelmen speakers in the summer of 2012 in Kamchatka, assist in linguistic fieldwork 

(data collection), and provide advice for the ethnographic part of the dictionary.  

This grant funded the linguistic work, which was conducted parallel to my 

dissertation research fieldwork. It included airfares around Kamchatka and some 

payment for the exact hours that were dedicated to the Itelmen language 

documentation, and reimbursement for the time of the language speakers. The 

audio/visual documentation NSF project funded a digital video camcorder and a 
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digital Olympus audio recorder, which were the main tools for the fieldwork.  

This research was approved and supported by the Association of Indigenous 

Peoples of the North of Kamchatskyi Krai (Appendix B) and the Council of Itelmens 

of Kamchatka “Tkhsanom” (Appendix C). It was also approved by IRBs at the 

University of Arizona and University of Connecticut (Appendix D).   

Chapter Outline 

 Chapter Two of this dissertation is an introduction into the history of the 

Itelmen language focusing on the reasons for language loss among Itelmens. I start by 

providing data from early contact with Russians in the 17th century. I touch upon the 

influence of Cossack culture, Russian Orthodox Church schools, and diseases on 

Itelmens and their language. I continue with the facts from the Soviet Era that 

describe the development of literacy among indigenous languages of Russia, Stalin 

repressions, and Khrushchev limitations. The facts from the Soviet Period are 

supported by the life stories shared by the Itelmen elders and middle-aged 

representatives. These stories tell about the various experiences of Itelmen children in 

the boarding schools starting from the 1930s and the development of the boarding 

school system in Itelmen villages during the Soviet period. These stories portray how 

Itelmens were forced to forget the language, but at the same time how they managed 

to maintain their native pride and identity.  

Chapter Three provides an analysis of the post-Soviet and contemporary 

Russian language policies and revitalization movement initiated by Itelmen leaders 

and scholars. Having started in the 1980s, Itelmen revitalization movement strongly 

announced of the Itelmen identity and will to develop their culture and language that 

brought a number of significant achievements at the state level. Itelmens remain 

proactive despite the inconsistency of the legislation and language policies in Russia. 
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This chapter provides an introduction of some initiatives implemented by Itelmen 

leaders as well as some practical solutions that the executive authorities of Kamchatka 

offer for effective language revitalization, and the discussion of the formal education 

and possibilities to go beyond language lessons at schools.  

Chapter Four investigates the place of youth in language revitalization in 

Kamchatka. Two parallel spaces are provided in this section: the rural and the urban 

youth settings. The discussion in this chapter is built around young adults, and is 

seeking for the developing a cohesive language program that includes multiple 

institutions with young adults as the core keepers of the sustainability of language 

revitalization programs and “language normalization.” Part of this section is devoted 

to the changes that need to be initiated by the government. Those are long-term 

suggestions to the state that would significantly affect progress in language 

revitalization in Kamchatka.  

I conclude with the discussion of the ways language documentation can be 

used for the development of language revitalization teaching aids, as well as the 

crucial role of the elders in reversing language shift of Itelmen. It is important to learn 

from previous mistakes and have a clear understanding on which steps should be 

taken further for a productive development of Itelmen. Therefore, I summarize the 

possible language program in a table that offers a better idea on the existing programs 

and on the initiatives that can be implemented with the existing resources and be 

effective for Itelmen if they remain united as people, as well as respectful and 

dedicated to  language revival. Use of the contemporary technology is an important 

component of this process, therefore, some examples of technological tools and mass 

media that came about as a community-friendly outcome of this study are provided in 

the concluding chapter as well. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORY OF ITELMEN LANGUAGE FROM FIRST CONTACT  

UNTIL THE 1980s 

If one asks Itelmen people how the Itelmen language should be revived, they 

would stress the attention on teaching the language at schools, and especially 

kindergartens. Indeed, teaching indigenous languages and language revitalization in 

Kamchatka is viewed as a school subject that uses the grammar-based approach in a 

formal classroom setting. Most people—both community members and the interested 

representatives of the government—rely on educational establishments in the 

discussion of language revitalization. However, if we go back to the history of 

language loss among Itelmens, as among many other nations, school was the 

establishment that caused major destruction of the language. A rightful question 

comes to mind. Why do people rely on school in language revitalization if the school 

was the main player in taking this language away? Why do people have such faith in 

this institution? And is it possible to use school as the main source for language 

revitalization?  

A review of the literature on the history of languages in the Russian North 

indicates that Itelmen language loss can be divided into several distinct timeframes 

with different policies: pre-Soviet, early Soviet, Stalin Soviet, post-Stalin Soviet, 

Perestroika, and contemporary Russia. Some were in favor of indigenous languages, 

but most were not. Every time there is a change of the governmental structure or a 

head of the government, people on the ground immediately feel this change, which, 

has had very few positive outcomes for Itelmens. Itelmens survived Cossack rule with 

immense fur tributes, Christianization, and diseases. We survived Soviet era policies 

with collectivization, repressions, boarding-schools, and relocations. We survived 
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Perestroika with deficit in food supplies, deficit in finances, and deficit of attention 

from the new government to its people. We are recovering now in new Russia where 

there is very limited genuine understanding of the unique value of multicultural 

diversity and where access to natural resources is placed above the needs of the 

population and respect for human rights. Being a Russian citizen with the Russian 

heart and strongly attached to my home in Kamchatka, it is especially difficult to 

observe the unjust and inexpedient decisions in relation to indigenous populations that 

took place throughout the history of Kamchatka  

This chapter is not meant to criticize the Tsarist-Soviet-Russian government, 

but to provide an overview of the events that affected the language situation among 

Itelmens in hopes that these words will someday reach the minds of the heads of our 

country and they will stop blaming indigenous peoples for not being able to speak 

their heritage languages. This chapter is an introduction into the history of Itelmen 

language loss. It is important to know the history of the Itelmen language and 

language and education policies that affected the state of the language in order to 

assess the state of the language and to construct a model for language revitalization. I 

start by providing a historical overview of the development of the educational system 

in Kamchatka beginning from the first contact with Russians in the 17th century until 

the 1980s and continue with the experiences that the elders shared with some 

theoretical discussion on the socio-political contexts of language loss in Kamchatka. I 

use interviews collected during the Gathering of Itelmens in 2012 in Kamchatka 

during which the elders shared their life histories, memories about school, and stories 

on how they were forced to switch to use the dominant language and their resistance.  
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History of the Itelmen Language 

Pre-Soviet History 

The 1600s and1700s  were the time of the great “discoveries” made by various 

seamen and the Cossacks in order to enlarge the borders of the Russian Empire. As a 

result of these discoveries, Kamchatka officially was joined to Russia July 23, 1697, 

when the leader of the Cossacks, Vladimir Atlasov, established a Russian Orthodox 

Cross on one of the shores of the Kamchatka River – the main river and the heart of 

the peninsula. The Cossacks established several so-called ostrogi or fort-villages from  

which they went to the Itelmen settlements to collect excessive fur tribute (yasak).  

The initial reason for the Cossacks being in Kamchatka was to enrich their 

pockets and the State treasury. They did not bother learning local cultures and 

languages. Itelmens, on the contrary, especially Itelmen men, very quickly learned 

some Russian in order to converse with the Cossacks when it was time to pay tribute. 

As time went by, mixed marriages occurred between Cossacks and Itelmen women 

who then had Russian-Itelmen children. These mixed marriages along the valley of 

the Kamchatka River developed into the creation of a separate ethnic group named 

Kamchadal. Their culture was a combination of Cossack and Itelmen traditions that 

improved each other in their effort to survive on the shores of the Kamchatka River. 

In fact, it was not until 1990 that this group was officially recognized at the federal 

level as a separate Northern indigenous group named Kamchadal. However, there is 

an ongoing discussion and confusion on the validity of the Kamchadals as a separate 

nation. Many Itelmens argue that citizens of the Southern part of Kamchatka and the 

Western coast belong to one Itelmen nation. Nevertheless, Kamchadals “managed to 

retain a distinct ethnic identity” (Murashko 1997, 181). This discussion is not the 

focus of this dissertation research, but it is important to remember that the writings of 
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the early researchers of Kamchatka such as Krasheninnikov, Steller, Tushov and 

others refer to Itelmens as Kamchadals. In those times, all Itelmens were mistakenly 

called Kamchadals. The self-name Itelmen came into official use during early Soviet 

period. While pre-soviet researchers use the word Kamchadal, all Soviet and 

contemporary researchers use the name Itelmen in their studies of Kamchatka 

peoples. 

Itelmens residing along the Western coast of Kamchatka are the focus of this 

study. Due to their remoteness, assimilation among the Western Itelmens progressed 

slower than in the South. V.N. Tyushov, a medical doctor who traveled in the Itelmen 

territories,  conducted extensive ethnographic research among the Itelmens in late 

1890s and early 1900s. He also spent some time on language documentation and 

description. In his Along the Western Coast of Kamchatka (1906), he describes his 

travels from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski along the Kamchatka River valley and the 

Western Coast and mentions the different language proficiencies among Itelmens in 

different areas. The further west he travelled, the less Russian he heard in the 

settlements and the more Itelmen speakers he  met. He clarifies: 

All Kamchadals and Russians who live on the Kamchatka peninsular with the 
exception of those who live in the villages of Sopochnoe, Moroshechnoe, 
Belogolovoe, Khairyuzovo, Kovran, Utkholok, Napana, and Sedanka, speak 
broken Russian language with a peculiar accent using many unique local 
expressions, that are commonly used in Siberia. (Tyushov 1906, 62) 
 
The villages of Sopochnoe, Moroshechnoe, Belogolovoe, Khairyuzovo, 

Kovran, Utkholok, Napana, and Sedanka9 were the last Itelmen settlements standing 

until the forced relocation policy in the mid-1900s maintained their traditional 

subsistence life style and language.  

																																																								
9 These villages are marked in red on the Map of the Research Cites provided in the introduction 
Chapter. 
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Multiple examples throughout the world inform us that one of the means of 

rapid assimilation of indigenous peoples is the establishment of schools. In the 

Russian Empire, the Russian Orthodox Church and Christianization which started in 

Kamchatka in 1700s (Krasheninnikov 1994) established  parish schools. No available 

accounts were found that report specifically about the life of those schools and the life 

of indigenous students in them. However, the purpose of those schools was to raise 

clergymen among the native population (Volodin 2003) and eliminate the 

“uncivilized” habits of the local peoples (Krasheninnikov 1994).  

There is no common view when the first schools in Kamchatka were 

established. According to some accounts, the first two schools in Kamchatka were 

established in 1739 in Tigil and Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski (Orlova 1999, 81). In 

1741, another school was opened due to the order of the Commander Bering in 

Bolsheretsk. This school is sometimes considered to be  the first one as well (Orlova 

1999; Volodin 2003). In 1742, three more schools were opened in the 

Verkhnekamchatsk, Nizhnekamchatsk, and Tigil settlements (Orlova 1999, 81). All of 

the mentioned settlements are Cossack established ostrogi (little fort villages).  

The further development of schools in Kamchatka is associated with the name 

of Iosaf Khotuntsevski, the Baptizer of Kamchatka, who arrived on the peninsula in 

1745 and put much effort into the development of parishes on the peninsula. In 1746, 

Khotuntsevski reported to the Synod that  all the Itelmens had been  Christianized 

(Volodin 2003, 94). As a result of his devoted work, ten schools were established: 

eight in the Southern area of Itelmens and two on the Western Coast of Kamchatka. 

By the 1760s,  some Itelmen teachers  graduated from those first schools. However, 

the education  in those parishes was conducted in Russian. In 1765, Itelmen students 

were supported with the State allowance (Orlova 1999, 81). Due to the smallpox 
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epidemic, by 1784, none of the schools survived. In 1799, the population of 

Kamchatka had to survive another deadly epidemic, typhus. Consequently, only about 

2000 people, both Cossacks and indigenous,  survived the epidemic (Volodin 2003, 

112).  

It was not until the second half of the 19th century when schools started to 

reappear, and by 1908, there were 18 schools on the peninsula (Volodin 2003, 124). 

The level of literacy of Kamchatkan population remained low, however. The Census 

of 1897 states that  about 5% of the population was literate in Kamchatka, which  

included Russians as well as indigenous peoples. Russian ethnographer Orlova 

mentions that there were only two schools on the Western coast of Kamchatka before 

the Soviet period – in Tigil and Khairyuzovo (1999, 81). 

Orlova, who conducted her first field research among The Itelmens in the 

1920s, provides an interesting account of her conversation with Antonina Mironova, 

an Itelmen woman who attended school from 1890 to 1893. This woman remembered 

the Russian alphabet like a poem. Each letter of the alphabet was the first letter of a 

word. Most of these words were associated with the church, sins, and proper behavior 

concepts. Some words were also science words such as Arithmetic for “A” and 

Encyclopedia for “E” (Orlova 1999, 81).  

By the time Soviet rule came to Kamchatka in 1920s, Itelmens of the Southern 

part of the peninsula were for the most part mixed with Cossacks, Christianized, and 

schooled. Due to their remoteness, the Itelmens of the Western coast, on the contrary, 

were much less influenced  by the Russians. Even if there were churches in some of 

the native villages, there were no permanent priests or teachers, so the church and 

school could not influence Western Itelmens and the Itelmen language to an extent 

that would vanish Itelmen culture and language. It was a coexistence of two cultures, 
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which for the most part only socialized when there was a need to exchange goods or 

withdraw fur tributes from indigenous population.  

Tyushov, who was sympathetic and respectful of indigenous peoples of 

Kamchatka, quite vividly described Utkholok village (the homeland of my kin) of 

early 1890s: 

. . . some sad and heavy impression this little village leaves with you… Lack 
of good timber is seen in the wretchedness of all the local buildings. There are 
somehow pitifully looking small rickety as much from dilapidation, as from 
poor skill of construction, eleven hovels, and standing out among them by its 
newness, a little chapel. It was standing in the middle of the settlement as if 
being surprising to itself for whom and for what it was standing here.10 . . . 
(Tyushov 1906, 431)  
 

This description informs us that by the end of the Russian Empire period, Itelmen 

villages of the Western coast had been colonized but at the same time were 

abandoned by the government. Itelmens moved from traditional dwellings to the 

poorly built houses but continued their traditional way of existence on their homeland. 

This description provides a sense that the government ‘founded’ those villages, tried 

to transform them, but did not bother much about the citizens there  except to collect 

tributes. The little chapel—a center of ‘education’ and ‘enlightment’—represents a 

sense of ownership by the government, for  its beautiful look demonstrates the 

superiority of the Russian Christian culture over the life style of the indigenous 

population.   

Available literature provides limited information related to the education of 

indigenous peoples during the Pre-Soviet period. Most of this information is provided 

by  Soviet ethnographers, who were obliged to contribute to communist propaganda 

																																																								
10 Rus. original: “…какое-то грустное и тяжелое впечатление оставляет в вас этот острожек… 
Отсутствие хорошего строевого леса сказывается здесь в убогости всех построек. Как-то жалко 
выглядят маленькие покосившиеся, не то от ветхости не то от незавидного искусства строки, 
одиннадцать лачуг и маленькая, выделяющаяся своею новизной меж них, часовенка. Она стоит 
посреди острожка и, кажется, удивлена сама, для кого и для чего она тут находится…”
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and therefore, were expected to criticize anything related to the Tsarist Russia as well 

as praise the “advanced achievements” of the Soviet government. Thus, more critical 

ethno-historic research is needed in this area in order to gain a better understanding of 

the processes that occurred during contact with Russians that affected the lives of the 

speakers of indigenous languages.  

 Accounts of Itelmen revolts described in the literature (Krasheninnikov 1949) 

inform us about the Itelmens' resistance to interference from the outside. 

Nevertheless, the government successfully introduced Christianity among Itelmens 

and consistently attempted to develop educational establishments in Kamchatka. In 

her research of the residential schools in Russia, Alexia Bloch writes that Kamchatka 

was the place where the largest Church efforts were observed in the mid-1700s (2004, 

35). “Those schools largely served a Russian settler population, however, and did not 

actively seek to incorporate indigenous Siberians” (2004, 36). They did not last long 

though. The End of the 18th  century brought diseases to Kamchatka that resulted in a 

significant reduction of the population. Consequently, according to various accounts, 

by the end of the 19th century, the total population of Itelmens had been reduced from 

approximately 20,000  to about 2,000 (Orlova 1999).  

 This brief overview of the history of contact of Itelmens with the Russian 

Empire that lasted for three centuries inform us that Itelmens who lived in areas more 

accessible to Russians were influenced by the Cossack culture the most. 

Early Soviet Era 

With the arrival of the Soviet power to Kamchatka, the social situation 

drastically changed. The Great October Socialistic Revolution of 1917, followed by 

the civil war, entirely changed the political and social systems of Russia. In their 

analysis of education of indigenous peoples in the Soviet Union, Bartels and Bartels 
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argue that prior to the Revolution of 1917, not only indigenous peoples of the North, 

but all national and ethnic groups in Russia were unaware of the main ideological 

courses of the Soviets, such as “atheism, universal science-oriented education, and 

independence of women from male authority” (1995, 4). It was the entire population 

of the Union that needed to be introduced to Soviet ideologies.  

 
Figure 3. Painting of Boris Kustodiev “Bolshevik,” 1920. 

The Soviet government did not try to Russify the population, but rather 

Sovietize all citizens of the newly formed country. By Russification, Bartels and 

Bartels mean forced assimilation of a non-Russian group “in favor of the Russian 

language and culture” through diminishing and suppressing the non-Russian culture 

(Bartels and Bartels 1995, 4). Sovietization, however, implies norms of social, 

economic and political behavior based on Marxist-Leninist understanding of 

modernization and industrialization. This ideology was meant to replace the cultural 

practices of all peoples of the Soviet Union with Soviet institutions such as collective 

farming (Bartels and Bartels 1995, 5) and values based on atheism, full equality, and 

brotherhood of all the nations. The Soviet government was aiming to establish 

cultural hegemony “in the name of proletariat, over the entire society” (Bartels and 

Bartels 1995, 6). The State seriously invested in creating a “new socialist person” as 
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part of an evolutionary advancement towards the socialistic society. Indigenous 

peoples were to become new socialistic persons as well.  

Since private ownership was abolished in the new country, the State claimed 

proprietorship of all the lands, cattle, reindeer, and other natural resources,  which set 

the ground for development of the collective farming (kolkhoz) system. For 

Kamchatka, this resulted in the creation of fishing kolkhozes along the coast and 

reindeer farms inland. In order to build a system that would enforce mass production 

of the goods that were available in the territory, the State used indigenous knowledge. 

Each Kamchatkan village had a kolkhoz, and as a result, the entire life of the villages 

revolved around the work on the farm. For Itelmens, it was fishing and horticulture in 

summer and hunting in winter.  

While building a common national identity, the state invested in consolidation, 

which meant “strengthening of certain cultural features and of the ‘self-

consciousness’ of ethnic groups or nationalities, which was deliberately promoted by 

the development of a common literary language, emergence of a common educational 

system, and growing awareness of a common history and culture” (Bartels and Bartels 

1995, 7). For some indigenous groups, including Itelmens, consolidation meant 

development of the writing systems and publication of school textbooks in the 

indigenous languages as well as support for the indigenous arts and some aspects of 

traditional knowledge. As early as November 1917, the Council of National 

Commissars accepted a Declaration on the Rights of the Peoples of Russia, which was 

based on the following principles: 

1. “Equality and sovereignty of the Peoples of Russia; 

2. The right of the Peoples of Russia to free self-determination; 

3. Revocation of all the various national religious privileges and limitations; 
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4. Free development of ethnic minorities and ethnographic groups living on 

the territory of Russia” (Batianova et al. 1992, 6).   

From its early state, the government started targeting for the creation of  ethnic 

self-awareness combined with a strong sense of belongingness with “Soviet people 

and Soviet patriotism resting on a firm foundation of internationalism and the ideas of 

the equality of all peoples of the USSR” (Bromley 1975, 17). In implementing these 

policies, territorial internal boundaries were redrawn in order to provide each ethnic 

group its own administrative structure (Trosterud 2008, 107). As a result, in 1931, the 

Koryak Autonomous Okrug (National District) was established, which provided more 

autonomy and attention to the needs of indigenous peoples of that area. At that time, 

the villages of the Western coast of Kamchatka were compiled into Khairyuzovskaya 

Volost, which consisted of 5 Itelmen villages: Khairyuzovo, Sopochnoe, 

Moroshechnoe, Utkholok, and Kovran.  

As mentioned earlier, by the time Soviet rule came to the Itelmen lands, all 

Itelmens were Christianized. Memories of Itelmen elders collected in Church, Faith 

and Contemporary Life: Remembrances and Stories from Tigil (Koester, Petrasheva, 

and Degai 2010) indicate that the transformation towards the socialistic life in the 

newly formed republic was painful for the local populations. In the 1920s and the 

1930s, the Communist government obliterated any kind of religious thought, 

destroyed the churches in Kamchatka, and repressed many Russian orthodox priests 

and aboriginal shamans.  

Based on the Protocol #19, June 3, 1996 of Tigilski Regional Revolutionary 
Committee, an extermination of the Church buildings started in 
Moroshechnoe, Sopochnoe, Khairyuzovo, Utkholok, Sedanka Osedlaya. 
Decisions are taken “on deconstruction of the chapel and the use of this 
deconstruction material for fixing the school building”, “on the demolition of 
a chapel and use of the material for fire wood.” (Koester, Petrasheva, and 
Degai 2010, 11) 
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By 1924, the separation of church and  state was completed, and the church 

buildings were either destroyed or transformed into schools or culture houses. Unlike 

Tsarist Russia, which tried to replace indigenous religions with Russian Orthodox 

religion and traditions, the Soviet Union eliminated Christianity and shamanism 

entirely and replaced them with an anti-religion policy, where church “was considered 

as a parasitic institute of the society, and religions as anti-societal phenomena which 

like the superstructure of capitalism needed to be destroyed” (Koester, Petrasheva, 

and Degai 2010, 122).  

The Soviet Union aimed at absolute transformation of societal values and 

cultural traditions, and education played a major role in this ideological 

transformation. The Soviet government invested in educational programs, the 

development of written languages and literacy materials, mass media, and raising 

indigenous intelligentsia. This change did not occur in a year though. Orlova tells us 

that during the early Soviet period, while the new government was dealing with the 

interventionists, no new teachers were sent to remote Kamchatkan areas for the period 

of 1917-1925 (1999, 98). There was a lack of trained native teachers and materials, 

which meant that most of the classes were conducted in Russian. Sources do not state 

exactly where the schools were, but there is a sense that by the time of the formation 

of the new Soviet government, most Itelmen settlements had a church-based school 

building. Nevertheless, a majority of the Itelmens of the Western coast still had 

difficulty conversing in Russian. Itelmen language was still their first, main, and only 

language of communication.  

In 1917 Russia, 28.4% of the population was considered literate (Grenoble 

1999). Therefore, the main policy of the USSR was aimed at eliminating  illiteracy 

nationwide. At the state level, Lenin's policy was moving towards providing equal 
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status to all languages of the USSR, and all citizens of the Soviet Union were given 

the right to be educated  in their native language (Grenoble 1999). In achieving this 

aim, “a larger policy of korenizatsija ‘nativization’ (or literary ‘rooting’)” took place 

throughout the country, which aimed at educating indigenous peoples and moving 

them “into the workforce, especially into the Soviet administrative workforce” 

(Grenoble 1999, 127).   

The Early Soviet period ended in 1923 with the death Vladimir I. Lenin,  the 

leader of the Great Socialistic Revolution and founder of the Soviet Union. This 

period jumpstarted the social, cultural, and religious transformation of the country and 

set the tone for the further development of the Soviet Union. 

Under Stalin's Rule 

Iosif V. Stalin, who is known for being the totalitarian leader of the USSR,  

became the Head of State after the death of Lenin. During his first several years of 

leading the country, his policy continued to support  the development of the Itelmen 

language. However, before long, Stalin began implementing strong reprimands 

towards the indigenous people in the Northern areas, which resulted in massive 

repressions of indigenous population and loss of traditional cultures. Along with that, 

significant educational transformations were implemented, which  are discussed in 

detail in this section.   

In 1926/1927, a seven-year school was opened in Tigil—an administrative 

center of the Western coast region of Kamchatka, which accepted children from 

nearby villages after they had finished elementary school. By then, the literacy rate 

among the Itelmens was 33.8%. The aim of education during the period 1925 to 1933 

was universal education and elimination of illiteracy in the native language through 

Russian language (Orlova 1999, 99).  According to Elizaveta P. Orlova, a recognized 
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scholar from St. Petersburg who conducted extensive research of Itelmens, by 1933 

all Itelmen children were receiving elementary education: 

• Tigil – 99 children (both Russian and Itelmen) 

• Sedanka – 38 Itelmen children 

• Napana - 11 Itelmen children 

• Utkholok and Kovran – 26 Itelmen children 

• Khairyuzovo – 110 children 

• Sopochnoe – 28 Itelmen children 

• Boarding11 school – 195 Itelmen children (1999, 98) 

The Early Soviet era is associated with the work of the Committee on the 

Affairs of the North of the Soviet Union. This Committee was established in 1924 to 

assist on issues related to the indigenous peoples of the North, including education, 

healthcare, and help improve catastrophic conditions of the Peoples of the North. 

Special attention was drawn to the need of developing of literary forms of the 

languages of the Peoples of Russia; therefore, in the early the 1930s, the Soviet Union 

government established the Northern Department of the Far Eastern Committee of the 

New Alphabet (DVKNA). Its main goal was to conduct general work towards 

liquidating illiteracy among indigenous peoples through developing alphabets and 

textbooks, and Orlova was appointed as the Head of Department. The dedicated 

scholars of this department saw a major breakthrough in liquidating illiteracy due to 

the creation of written forms of the languages, which gave indigenous peoples the 

opportunity to acquire political enlightenment and release them from social isolation.    

It was Orlova who developed the first writing system for the Itelmen language, 

which was based on Roman alphabet transliteration. Two books were published: the 

																																																								
11 Orlova (1999) does not specify which boarding school it was and where it was located.
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ABC for Itelmens, Ntanselgzaalkiren (Let’s Study) and a book of mathematical 

problems in Itelmen called Arifmetika (Orlova 1999, 96). Like many Soviet scholars, 

Orlova saw the creation of the writing system as a great success and insisted:  

Only due to the creation of the writing system in the native language we 
managed in an exceptionally short amount of time—4 to 5 years—eliminate 
the illiteracy of indigenous peoples of the North that has been developing for 
centuries and therefore introduce them to the current events and give them an 
opportunity to use the rights that were given to them by the Constitution 
(1999, 100).  
 
In the early the 1930s, “all educational process in the 1st-2nd grades at school 

was in the Itelmen language. Starting from the 3rd grade, the teaching was conducted 

in the Russian and the native Itelmen language was taught as a school subject” 

(Krushanov 1990, 156).  

Along  with developing of school system in the Russian North, the 

government invested in  technical and higher professional education. For example, in 

1926, a department of the Peoples of the North was established within Khabarovsk 

Pedagogical Technical School, which offered professions needed in the Far Eastern 

native rural areas of the Soviet Union such as teachers, administrators and kolkhoz 

workers. Out of the 40 first indigenous students of this department, seven were 

Itelmens (Orlova 1999, 100). These students, who were fluent speakers of Itelmen, 

were trained to go back to their home villages in order to provide the development in 

those villages in a socialistic context of the Soviet Union..  

As mentioned earlier in this section, Orlova headed the work on developing  

the writing system of Itelmen and then compiling the first textbooks. However,  she 

did this  with those first Itelmen students including  the first Itelmen ethnographer and 

a fluent speaker of Itelmen Nadezhda Starkova.  

The Leningrad Institute of the Peoples of the North was established in 1930 

and also played a major role in the development of education in the North. During the 
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first year of the work of the Institute, representatives of all 26 recognized indigenous 

groups of Russia were accepted. It was a space where indigenous peoples from all 

over the country met for the first time and learned that they had many similarities in 

their cultures and shared common problems. Rather quickly, they found out that they 

all shared common consciousness unique to the northerners, which developed into 

“northern consolidation” (Bartels and Bartels 1995, 47). Later, these indigenous 

intelligentsia12 headed self-identification movements, which were followed by 

language and culture revitalization in Russia. This Institute continues the tradition of 

raising intellectual elites of indigenous peoples in Saint Petersburg, and it is now 

called the Institute of the Peoples of the North of the Russian State Pedagogical 

University in the Name of Herzen (or shortly Herzen University). 

In 1934, Stalin ended the nativization policy of the USSR, and in March 1938, 

the study of Russian became compulsory (Grenoble 1999).  In 1935, the writing 

systems of indigenous languages were switched to Russian (Cyrillic) graphics. In 

doing this, the Committee on the Affairs of the North decided to “liquidate the native 

writings of Udege and Itelmens as they were small-numbered and fully acquired 

Russian” (Volodin 2003, 141). As a result, the teaching of Itelmen at schools was 

ceased. Volodin (2003) sarcastically attributes the reasoning behind the Soviet 

government’s liquidating the writing systems of Itelmens to its extremely small 

number of people: 

Of course the explanation was very beautiful. The Itelmen language does not 
have many words to express the notions and relationships of the contemporary 
social life for the purposes to serve the aims of communication “in the epoch 
of socialism and transformation from socialism to communism”. That is why 

																																																								
12 The term ‘indigenous intelligentsia’ is a common term in Russia that describes highly educated 
indigenous representatives who obtained their graduate degrees in the Soviet Union period. The feature 
that differentiates them from the contemporary highly educated indigenous scholars is that they are also 
highly educated in their own traditional cultures and languages. They grew up in the traditional villages 
and most often are fluent speakers of their indigenous languages. Therefore they obtain deep 
knowledge and high expertise on both indigenous and western scholarship. 
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Itelmens were easier to switch to Russian completely, taking in the account 
that they are learning it very fast. Children are at school, and grown ups are at 
likbez.13 (141) 
 

This statement is a clear demonstration of the idea of “deficit thinking” explained by 

Foley (1997), when the government tries to justify itself by diminishing the value of 

indigenous languages calling them simple, lacking syntactic complexity, and not 

being able to provide concrete ideas and descriptions. In other words, the Soviet 

government represented deficit thinkers who viewed an indigenous language as 

impoverished and argued that it is “much less suited for communicating complex 

ideas or relationship or doing the abstract reasoning tasks of academic work” (Foley 

1997, 116).  

Volodin (2003) identifies 1935 as a critical year after which the Itelmen 

language started to vanish from the everyday use in Itelmen families:  

Itelmens themselves did not protest. They did not know how to protest. . . . 
They did not know their own history any more. They knew the names of 
Bolsheviks of Kamchatka (not the names of the great Itelmen leaders) . . . 
Smallpox gorged the keepers of historical memories. . . . (Volodin 2003, 141) 
 

At the state level, this ideology resulted in increased class hours of  Russian. In 1935, 

grades 1 to 4 had four hours a week, and by 1937, Russian was given six hours a 

week, while the hourly amount of teaching of the native languages was significantly 

reduced (Vakhtin 2004). Starting from 1937, a practice of “strict reprimands and 

discharge from work of those who have not been able to organize in a proper manner 

of teaching of Russian in non-Russian schools or who inadequately manage their 

employees in this regard” (Vakhtin 2004, 303) was implemented.   

In the the 1940s, the language of the Western Itelmens still prevailed over 

Russian (Krushanov 1990, 157), but for the following 50 years, the government 

																																																								
13 ‘Likbez’ is a Russian abbreviation for ‘likvidatsiya bezgrammotnosti’—the liquidation of illiteracy
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ignored the existence of the Itelmen and enforced the use of the Russian language.  In 

fact, in the 1930s, just two books were published in Itelmen; it was not until 1989 

when rare books in Itelmen started to be published again (Vakhtin 2005).  

The period of Stalinist rule is remembered by many Itelmens as the ruthless 

time of repression to gender, age, and nationality. Itelmens did not talk about this 

period until the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Gathering of Itelmens in 1994 was  

the first time the elders  shared their stories about Stalin’s repressions. Currently,  

elders continue to discuss the tragedy of the repressions, an  area of Itelmen history 

that needs to be investigated more. Although this is not the purpose of this research,  

it has a direct connection to the loss of the Itelmen language among Itelmens and to 

the loss of the language in my family. My great-great-grandfather was accused of 

being a Japanese spy and was killed by the Soviet government in 1932. His wife was 

repressed later. As I mentioned in the introduction, this is when the loss of Itelmen 

language began in my family. Many repressed people were rehabilitated later, but it 

was too late. All of them were killed by then, together with their Itelmen knowledge, 

memories, and history.  

Under Khrushchev's Rule (1953-1964) and Beyond 

The assimilation policy was developed during the 1930s, but it was not  

actively implemented until the mid-the 1950s. In 1956, Nikita Khrushchev, who 

became the Head of the Soviet Union after the death of Stalin in 1953, proclaimed a 

Russian-only language policy of instruction in the country. Khrushchev also 

introduced a system of compulsory education of all indigenous peoples in boarding 

schools (Vakhtin 2005). “It became officially acceptable to view some languages as 

less viable than others; languages with few speakers were declared on the brink of 

extinction and unsuitable for development” (Grenoble 1999, 129). At the end of the 
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1950s through the early-the 1960s the boarding school system was developed 

throughout the Soviet North (Vakhtin 2004). Education at all levels was free in the 

Soviet Union and fully subsidized by the government. Consequently, all school plans 

were centralized and had to be approved by the Communist Party. These plans had to 

involve active ideological and political propaganda. By the 1960s, all Itelmen children 

were enrolled in schools and the level of literacy was counted as 100%. Orlova (1999) 

describes the situation as follows: 

All children of the peoples of the North are fully subsidized by the 
government from the moment of birth till the end of study. All of them are 
served by the kindergartens and boarding schools, where they are imparted 
contemporary cultural and hygienic habits. (112)  
 

As a result of the policy of elimination of illiteracy by the 1960s, there were only 24 

Itelmen teachers, three of whom had a higher pedagogical education, and some 

Itelmens who graduated medical college and returned to the villages to work in the 

hospitals (Orlova 1999, 112). 

This process also coincided with the ‘policy of enlargement’ during which 

small and unproductive villages were closed and their citizens were forcefully 

relocated into the bigger ones in order to set up the work of soviet farming enterprises 

(sovkhozes) (Slezkine 2008). In the period 1956-61, the villagers of Old Kovran (or 

Upper Kovran), Sopochnoe, Moroshechnoe, Utkholok were removed to newly built 

Kovran, which is now the capital of the Itelmens and has strong cultural traditions and 

identity. Volodin (2003) mockingly explains the reasoning through which the Soviet 

government justified such policy: 

As usual the government had the best intentions. Small and dispersed on quite 
long distances from each other, and not connected with any roads villages 
were difficult to supply with schools, health care, electricity, stores and other 
“gifts of civilization.” (144) 
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 Napana was the last village standing, but despite its prosperity and the high 

amount of crops it produced and provided for the Koryak Region, it was closed in 

1965. This village was closed right after its new school was built. Now, there are only 

two villages that can be called truly Itelmen with a high concentration of Itelmen 

population and strong level of Itelmen identity—Kovran and Khairyuzovo, villages 

located on the Western coast of Kamchatka in the Tigilskii District of the Koryak 

Okrug (Region).  

With the new Head of the USSR, Leonid Brezhnev (1964-1982), an even 

stronger Russian-only language policy was implemented. There is not much data on 

this period, for by that time, any free academic thought was blocked and punished. A 

collection of legislative acts (Batianova et al. 1992) revealed  that during the 1960s, 

70s, and 80s, the government cared more about organizing profits from the available 

natural resources of the Northern territories such as fish, reindeer, and sea mammals 

rather than the people who lived there. Most of the legislative acts were aimed at 

regulating and improving the work of the soviet farming enterprises—sovkhozes. 

Legislation in relation to education was mostly aimed at the improvement in the 

education of specialists to work for sovkhozes and  subsidies to residential schools. 

This collection of legislative acts suggests that during those years, the government 

tried to exploit the natural and human resources to its maximum.   

Despite all the negative outcomes of the educational and other assimilation 

polices of the Soviet Union, by the 1980s, the indigenous intelligentsia grew into a 

resilient group of indigenous experts who had enough Soviet and indigenous 

knowledge to claim the recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples. As a result, a 

strong revitalization movement throughout the Russian North characterized second 

half of the 1980s. Itelmens were the first in Russia to register an indigenous NGO—a 
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Council of Revitalization of Itelmens “Tkhsanom” (Itel. - ‘dawn’), which actively 

worked on regaining rights to ancestral lands, access to resources, rights to traditional 

subsistence, etc. Due to this movement, Itelmens brought their dance, some 

ceremonies, and songs back to life. 

During this period, the 1980s a new Cyrillic-based alphabet was developed for 

the Itelmen language (Burikin 2000) by Volodin, a Russian linguist, and Khaloimova, 

a young Itelmen scholar, who  also headed the Council of Revitalization of Itelmens. 

Although this alphabet is missing some authentic Itelmen sounds and is not accepted 

by everyone,  it is widely used among contemporary Itelmens and all contemporary 

textbooks on Itelmen are based on this alphabet.14 

At the end of the 20th century, the power in USSR changed again. During 

Perestroika from 1985-1991, Mikhail Gorbachov paid little attention  to education and 

heritage languages as well as indigenous peoples in general and the development of 

remote areas. His policies were more focused on promoting the friendship of all 

nations within the Soviet Union. Consequently, in April 1990, a Law on the 

Languages of the USSR was ratified, which granted a free choice of the language of 

upbringing and education, and each administrative region was granted the right to 

choose the further development and use of its languages (Batianova et al. 1992, 210). 

Later, in October 1991, a Law on the Languages of the Peoples of Russia was ratified, 

which established Russian as the official language of the State and regulated the 

measures on the development of the languages of the peoples of Russia (Batianova et 

al. 1992, 223).  

																																																								
14 During the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers in summer 2012, Khaloimova agreed that the alphabet was 
not perfect and stated that if she knew about the sound and writing systems more at the time they were 
developing a new writing system for the Itelmen she would have changed some characters.
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In this section, I attempted to provide an overview of the processes that 

affected the language shift in Kamchatka starting from the early contact with the 

Russians in the 1700s until the early the 1980s. In the following section, I will present 

an overview of the events based on elders’ memories, which took place in mid-1900s. 

These memories provide an in-depth understanding of what it was like to be a native 

speaker in the Soviet period. The period following the 1980’s onward is mostly 

associated with the revitalization movement. This period is discussed in detail in the 

following chapters.  

Elders Remember 

For this section, I am using data from seven interviews conducted during the 

Gathering of Speakers of Itelmen “Keepers of the Native Hearth – 2012” and two 

interviews that were conducted prior to that meeting, which  was organized through 

three NSF research projects15. The goal of the meeting was to gather elderly speakers 

of Itelmen, middle-aged Itelmens, and youth representatives for 10 days in one place 

to document the Itelmen language. As part of that meeting, we also conducted 

ethnographic work and recorded life histories of the fluent speakers of Itelmen and 

middle-aged Itelmens. Some interviews were conducted by my colleagues, David 

Koester and Victoria Petrasheva, while several interviews were recorded by me. We 

had a general list of  questions we wanted to cover during the interviews, the aim of 

which was learning more about the school experience of Itelmens in the Soviet period 

and the social life of the Itelmen language in the 20th century from the lens of the 

elders. This list allowed for open-ended interviews. Some of these interviews were 

conducted with one knowledge holder and the researchers, while others were with two 

																																																								
15	“NSF Collaborative Research: Integrated Audio/Video Documentation of Itelmen” (BCS 1065038 PI: J Bobaljik University 
of Connecticut NSF), “Collaborative Research: Comprehensive Itelmen Dictionary” (BCS 1263535 PI: J Bobaljik University of 
Connecticut), and “Collaborative Research: Integrated Audio/Video Documentation of Itelmen” (BCS 1065619 and BCS 
1263668 PI David Koester, University of Alaska Fairbanks). 	
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knowledge holders and the researchers. Therefore, the total number of  people 

interviewed and referred to in this section is twelve16 

 
All of the interviewed knowledge holders were born and raised in traditional 

Itelmen families. Therefore, the history of colonization has not been able to destroy 

and undermine their identities. All of them are knowledge keepers and skillful 

singers.  

Six of the interviewed knowledge holders were born in the 1930s. The 

characteristic uniting them is that all are native speakers of Itelmen, so they do not 

have difficulties conversing in the language. They speak it with their grandchildren, 

when there is opportunity, and some of them are trying to teach it to those who are 

interested. Some of the elders translated their favorite stories, poems, and Russian 

folk songs into the Itelmen language.17 For this age group, schooling in their native 

village continued until the 4th grade. Elementary education in the small villages was 

conducted in Russian and by Russian and Itelmen teachers. There were already 

Itelmen teachers at that time. In their native villages, there were almost no Russians; 

therefore, speaking Itelmen was not a big issue for the Itelmen children outside of the 

classroom. Usually, there were some Russian children in each village who were either 

																																																								
16 Georgy D. Zaporotsky 
Galina A. Zaporotskaya 
Zoya A. Kuzmina 
Agrafena D. Ivashova 
Lyudmila E. Pravdoshina 
Nadezhda I. Chatkina 
Svetlana N. Mironenko 
Valentina I. Belova 
Victoria E. Fedotova 
Vera I. Pravdoshina 
Anatoli N. Levkovski 
Lyudmila S. Kuznetsova 
	
17 Some of these translations have been transcribed and the participants of the Gathering had a chance 
to practice singing in Itelmen.  
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the children of teachers or doctors. Since they were a minority, they had to assimilate 

to the Itelmen lifestyle including learning to speak the language or at least to 

understand it. 

A Story of a Hunter 

Georgy D. Zaporotsky was born in 1937 in the village of Sopochnoe, but at 

an early age, he and his family moved to Moroshechnoe, which Georgy considers his 

homeland. His father, whom Georgy lost at the age of 13, was the most prominent 

figure in Georgy’s life. He died from pneumonia while working for the kolkhoz. In 

every conversation, and we had many, not only during the Gathering), Georgy would 

mention his father from whom  he learned the art of Itelmen hunting and fishing . 

Georgy was known for being a true hunter who was always sharing fascinating stories 

about his hunts with Kovran citizens. Every time someone met him, he would have 

some new, lengthy story, usually about bear or sable hunting, to tell. Hunting was his 

way of life, and  he taught his grandsons  how to hunt for game near the village 

starting from age 3 or 4. Like all Itelmen men, Georgy was also a good fisherman. His 

dried and smoked smelt and salmon were reportedly the most delicious in Kovran. He 

carried encyclopedic knowledge about everything related to male life cycle in 

Itelmen. He brilliantly remembered the language and could read and write it. He was 

a priceless informant for academia and a respected member of the Itelmen 

community. Georgy passed away in April 2013 at the age of 76. He was the last male 

fluent speaker of Itelmen, and the last fluent speaker of Itelmen in Kovran village. 

During the Gathering of Itelmens in 2012, we all celebrated Georgy’s 75th 

birthday. He captured the attention of all the women at the Gathering; they even made 

him dance, which he had never done before. There were many touching moments  

connected with him. Nobody would have thought that he was not feeling well. He was 
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always willing to work on language documentation, and he never said “no” to 

anybody who was willing to work on language development. It is possible that  not 

everyone in the Itelmen community realizes  what a colossal loss the Itelmen nation 

has undergone due to the  loss of an exceptional knowledge holder. 

  In his interview, Georgy remembers that his father could write and count. He 

was a self-taught Itelmen. Everyone in their family could speak Russian. Georgy does 

not remember why they knew Russian, but he grew up in a bilingual family. Itelmen, 

however, was their main language of communication. He stated the following (all 

translations by author unless otherwise noted): 

…когда мы в Морошку приехали, Женя Прокопьевна, тоже 
When we arrived to Moroshka, Zhenya Prokofievna, and other 
 
девчонки морошечновские, они вообще по-русски не говорили.  
Moroshechnovskie girls, they did not speak Russian at all. 
 
Вообще не говорили. Ну, потом постепенно научились. Не знаю, 
Did not talk at all. But slowly the have learned. I don't know 
 
 как русский там. Но все равно, пока в Морошке мы жили, четыре  
about Russian. But while in Moroshka we lived, four 
 
класса я закончил, мы только по-своему. И игры у нас были,  
classes I finished, we use only ours [language]. And we had our games 
 
потому что русские пацаны там были, ну, чуть помладше меня,  
because Russian boys were there, though they were younger then me,  
 
они так хорошо понимали по-ительменский. Ну правда, говорить,  
they could understand Itelmen very well. But, to be honest,  
 
ну так искаженно чего-нибудь.  
[they could] speak with mistakes something.  
 
Но понимали абсолютно все 
But they understood absolutely everything. 
 

Georgy spent his first four years at school in Moroshechnoe. It did not seem like a big 

transformation for Georgy to get adjusted into the life of another village. He could 

speak Russian, and he knew counting very well because he helped his father at 
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kolkhoz. Georgy does not remember being forbidden to speak Itelmen in Moroshka. 

He remembers that they did everything in Itelmen. Even the few Russian kids who 

lived in the villages learned to understand the local language. Georgy remembers that 

he received his first rifle at the age of 10 from his teacher. They even went hunting 

together with this teacher all the time. 

For the 5th through 7th grades, Georgy  lived in Verkhnee Khairyuzovo to 

attend school. There were many more students in Khairyuzovo from the surrounding 

small villages. Among Russians and Koryaks, Itelmen students were a minority there. 

It was in a Khairyuzovo boarding school where Georgy was first forbidden to speak 

Itelmen. He and his fellow students from Moroshka had to speak their language 

secretively when nobody could hear them:  

Там так и так приходилось только по-русски говорить.  
There [at school] we had to use only Russian. 
 
В интернате там все вместе. Пацаны  
In the boarding school all of us were together. Boys from Palana 
 
кучкуются и если по-своему говорить,  
get together [to speak], and if you want to speak your own language 
 
то только в стороне, чтобы одни были мы.  
[you could do it] only at the side, so that it is only us. 
 
А так вот в комнатах, нет.  
But in the rooms – no. 
 
Чуть начнешь по-своему, забудешь или что там,  
If you start [speaking] your own language, forget or something, 
 
сразу «А ну, давайте по-русски говорите.»  
immediately [hear] «Speak Russian». 
 
Georgy was a good student. He finished the 7th grade with a B in Chemistry 

and A’s in his remaining  subjects. As a result, he was accepted to complete grades 8 

through 10 in Tigil’s boarding school, which had even more students. There it was 

Russian-only environment. In his first year there,  he was the only student from 
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Moroshka, but he would get together with his villagers, who were studying  at the 

Pedagogical College, to speak Itelmen,  

Georgy could not continue his education after finishing school. In villages like 

Moroshechnoe and even in contemporary Kovran with no running water and very 

limited supplies at the store, men were and remain to be the main provider for the 

family and brings water, chops wood for the stove, and provides game and fish. Being 

the oldest man in the family, he had to go back to Moroshechnoe and help his mother 

raise his younger siblings.  

Georgy does not remember when exactly he switched into Russian, nor does 

he remember being forbidden to speak Itelmen. It seemed that being raised in a 

bilingual family, Georgy did not experience much trauma from school since he knew 

Russian well and when he wanted to communicate in his native language, he would 

find a place to communicate with friends. When Moroshechnoe was relocated, 

Georgy moved to Kovran. In the village, he would mostly speak Russian, but out in 

the tundra, it was an Itelmen only environment. His favorite occupation was hunting, 

and during this activity he could dive into Itelmen with his fellow hunters: 

В селе по-русски говоришь, по-своему,  
In the village we spoke Russian and our [language] 
 
а только в лес уедешь, от Коврана выехали - 
as soon as we went to the forest, as we went away from Kovran 
 
все только по-своему,  
that was it, [we spoke] only our [language],  
 
в лесу сколько охотишься так там только по-своему говорили.  
in the forest as long as we were hunting we spoke only our [language]. 
 
Да там по-своему и надо как-то все эти действия, 
There you can use only our [language] [to describe] all those activities 
 
как привыкли с детства по-ительменски, 
as we got used from our childhood in Itelmen, 
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там все снаряжение, нарта, собаки –  
all the equipment, sled, dogs –  
 
все это по-своему назывались,  
all of these had their own naming in Itelmen,  
 
и говорили это все. 
and [we] used t say all that 

  
Little by little, speaking Russian turned into a habit, which increased when the 

speakers started to go away, and Georgy had no hunting buddies left who spoke 

Itelmen . Georgy was very close with his grandsons. He tried to instill Itelmen 

traditions and language in them. The future will show whether they learned their 

lessons.  

A Story of Sisters 

Sisters Zoya A. Kuzmina and Galina A. Zaporotskaya are also from 

Moroshechnoe and went to school with no knowledge of Russian. Similar to Georgy, 

they studied in first through fourth grades in Moroshechnoe, middle school in 

Khairyuzovo, and high school in Tigil. Born in the early the 1930s, these women are a 

little older than Georgy. Being fluent Itelmen speakers from Moroshechnoe and 

having grown up together, they maintained a close connection with each other 

throughout their lives. 

Since Zoya and Galina did not know Russian as children, they did not do  well 

in school. They remember that they were forbidden to speak Itelmen. The sisters 

recalled that they would hide under the bad bed to speak Itelmen, and their mother 

would scold them for doing that because she wanted them to speak Russian.  

Galina became a teacher of Itelmen, who for many years taught the language 

at the Palana Pedagogical College. Being a representative of the Itelmen intelligentsia, 
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she educated many generations of teachers. Unfortunately, very few continue teaching 

Itelmen and improving their language skills.18  

A Passion for Literature  

Agrafena D. Ivashova was born in Sedanka in 1934, and the Northern 

Itelmen dialect was her first language. She remembers that her grandfather knew 

Russian. When people from Tigil visited their house, he would converse with them in 

Russian. Agrafena, however, did not know Russian until she went to school. She 

studied in grades 1-4 in Sedanka and grades 5-8 in the Tigil boarding school. 

Agrafena shared vivid memories about her hardships at that time. During elementary 

school, she and her classmates had to stay in each grade twice because they did not 

understand Russian; therefore, they could not understand what they were being 

taught. They kept falling behind the Russian speaking children. When she had to go to  

middle school in Tigil, the situation worsened, for there were many more teachers and 

subjects to deal with, including geography, history, literature, botany, algebra, 

geometry, and chemistry.  She reported,  

 
 Ой запрещали нам говорить совсем на ительменском языке.  
Oh, we were forbidden to speak our Itelmen language 
 
И мы даже уже знаем, кто так понимает ительменский язык,  
We would find out who understands Itelmen  
 
шепотом переговаривались на родном языке. 
and then whisper to each other in our native language.  
 
Ну что это такое. Чтобы никто не слышал. 
What is this? [We spoke] so that nobody could hear.  
 
Ой как нам запрещали говорить на ительменском. 
Oh dear! We were forbidden to speak Itelmen.  
 
Прямо зажимали. А домой приедешь,  

																																																								
18 The interview with Galina A. and Zoya A. was fully in Itelmen language. Due to my limited 
knowledge of Itelmen I have been able to understand very few portions of it, therefore this section is 
small and lacking examples with citations from these ladies.  
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They pressed us. And then we would go back home, 
 
дедю на ительменском, папа на ительменском –  
grandpa speaks Itelmen, father speaks Itelmen,  
 
все село на ительменском. Наговоришься, приедешь в Тигиль, 
the entire village spoke Itelmen. I would speak lots, then return to Tigil 
 
опять этот русский забыли. Начинаем снова учить.  
and again we forgot this Russian. Had to learn it again.  

Agrafena could not speak Russian until the 7th grade. It was a teacher of 

Russian language and literature who noticed that Agrafena was not hopeless and 

could progress in school. One day, this teacher came to the boarding school and asked 

Agrafena to learn  a famous Russian poem by heart by the next morning. Agrafena 

recalls: 

Я стихотворение до сих пор помню это.  
I still remember this poem.  
 
Длинное стихотворение.  
A very long [poem]. 
 
Категорично потребовала, чтобы я выучила стихотворение 
She [the teacher] categorically demanded that I learned 
 
 к утру. И вот я пришла,  
this poem by the next morning. So I came [into my room],  
 
 
читаю, оказывается 
started to read it and it appeared 
 
 я уже по-русски начала читать, уже буквы нормально. 
that I could read Russian already. I could understand the characters.  
 
И я читаю чуть ли не по слогам, в 7 классе начала читать. 
I could read syllable by syllable, in the 7th grade [I] started reading. 
 
Но смысл стихотворения все равно не поняла. 
but I still did not understand the meaning of the poem… 
 
А все слова выучила хорошо.  
I learned a poem very well. 
 
Я уже чувствую до утра стихотворение выучить. 
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I felt the I could learn a poem by the next morning. 
 
Лида Бобровская помогла. 
Lida Bobrovskaya helped me [to learn the poem]. 
 
У нас элеткричество до 12 часов давали, 
We had electricity until midnight [in the boarding school], 
 
а потом уже все тушили. 
and after they would turn it off.  
 
 И вот мы под кровать залезли. Лидка зажгла свечи. 
So we hid under the bed. Lidka [my friend] lit candles.  
 
А свечи нам запрещали зажигать. 
Candles were forbidden at school. 
 
 Деревянный интернат. 
The boarding school was made of wood,  
 
Мало ли что. 
You never know what can happen. 
 
Залезли под кровать.  
We hid under the bed.  
 
И там мы с ней вместе, 
And there we together [started learning a poem]. 
 
она мне помогала и поправляла, подсказывала. 
She helped me, corrected me where necessary and prompted. 
 
Выучила. Там под кроватью …  
So I learned it under the bed…  
 
Вдруг возле кровати ноги мужские встали и стоят. 
And suddenly, man’s legs stood by the bed.  
 
Мы затихли. Потом стук. «А ну как вылезайте оттуда.» 
We became quiet. Then a knock followed. “Get out of there”.  
Мы с Лидкой вылезли – директор школы. Он зашел-то тихо.  
Me and Lidka got out—it was a school Principal. He came in quietly, 
 
Мы не слыхали,  
so we did not hear him, 
 
а то бы мы сразу свечи потушили.  
or we would have put the candles out immediately. 
 
И просто сказал: «Смотрите, чтобы постель не загорелась.», 
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But he said calmly: “Watch out for the bed not to burn”. 
 
 и ушел. Не стал ругать, ничего.  
And then he left. He did not scold us or anything. 
 
В общем, с Лидой мы выучили это стихотворение.  
So by the morning me and Lida learned this poem. 
 
К утру мы выучили. И такая радость. 
By the morning we learned it. What a joy…  
 
Счастливая	прибежала	в	школу,	 
I happily hurried to school, 
 
увидела	Надежду	Адольфовну,	рассказала	стихотворение 
saw Nadezhda Adol’fovna [a teacher] and told her a poem.  
 
Then Nadezhda Adol’fovna asked me to learn another poem.  
Надежда	Адольфона	задала	другое	стихотворение 
 
Я тоже до сих пор его помню. 
I still remember it as well.  
 

Agrafena continued the conversation by saying that she did not start to speak 

Russian until the 7th grade, and so she became fluent. She was excited because  she  

could finally understand what was going on at school and what the teachers wanted 

from her. She could also  study many new interesting things. She developed a great 

passion for literature and spent most of her time in the library.  

С	8	класса	меня	было	не	остановить.	
Since	the	8th	grade	nobody could stop me. 
 	
	В	библиотеке	сидела. 
I was sitting at the library [all the time].  
 
When Agrafena went back to her native village during holidays she would 

read Russian folk tales and famous stories written by well-known Russian writers like 

Pushkin or Ershov to her grandfather in both Russian and Itelmen. Her  grandfather 

liked to listen to them and asked her to tell more, for he believed those stories were 

true. 
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When Agrafena moved to Tigil for high school, she had no relatives there, and 

there were only Russians. She remembered one woman who lived in a yurt19 by the 

river and spoke Itelmen. Agrafena recalled that Itelmen kids from the boarding school 

would go visit her, and she would always feed them different kinds of fish dishes. The 

children liked going to the river in winter to ice skate in their native boots—torbasa. 

When they got hungry, they would go visit that woman. They did not know who she 

was, but she was always welcoming to them.  

In the 9th grade, Agrafena had to drop out of school. She did not understand 

chemistry, so when she got an “F” in the subject, her classmates and school officials 

at the school meetings continuously scolded her—a Komsomol20 leader—for taking 

her entire class down with her. This situation became unbearable for her, so that 

winter, she went home for the New Year holiday and never returned to school.  

That summer, to Agrafena’s luck, a committee came from Petropavlovsk-

Kamchatski looking for 7th grade students willing to study at the Medical College 

with one-year preparatory grade. Without thinking, Agrafena went to the city to 

acquire further education. It was an all-Russian environment, but by then Agrafena 

had mastered Russian and was successful in her studies. She even learned some Latin 

as a student of medicine sciences. After graduating, Agrafena worked as a nurse in 

one of the Koryak villages of Kamchatka.  

Agrafena  maintained the Itelmen language throughout her life. She 

remembered it perfectly and could easily converse in Itelmen. She translated some 

famous Kamchatkan songs into Itelmen and was always happy to sing them for an 

audience. Having a passion for literature, she also loved translating poems of the 

																																																								
19 Yurt – native dwelling 
20 Komsomol – Young Communist League. Each school and University of the Soviet Union had one.
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famous Kamchadal author Georgy Porotov and perform them at various cultural 

events.Agrafena passed away in April 2013. The participants of the Gathering of 

Itelmens of 2012 will always remember her bright voice and dynamic energy.  

Two Cousins and the Red Cravat 

Cousins Lyudmila E. Pravdoshina (b. 1938) and Nadezhda I. Ivashova (b. 

1937) from Bekkerovi kin were born in Sedanka. Both are fluent speakers of the 

Northern dialect who went into school with Itelmen as their first language. They do 

not say much about their school experience, but they remember that they were 

forbidden to speak Itelmen at school. Lyudmila recalls that the first word she learned 

was “eto,” meaning “this” in Russian, but the rest of the words she did not know. As a 

result, when she had to describe the pictures in the primer, she would mix the Russian 

“eto” with Itelmen words: “Eto – ˚sis” (This is ˚sis), where ˚sis means grass in 

Itelmen. Thus, the first part of her sentence was in Russian and the second in Itelmen. 

The teacher talked to Lyudmila’s parents, and Lyudmila was forced to speak Russian 

after this point. Nadezhda remembers that everybody had to speak Russian in the 

village. The women studied grades 1-3 in their hometown Sedanka and grades 4-7 in 

Tigil. Lyumila did not like school in Tigil, where she was scolded and called different 

names. 

After school Lyudmila and Nadezhda wanted to go to Petropavlovsk-

Kamchatski to study at the medical school, but they were not allowed to  because they 

were the children of kolkhoz (collective farming enterprise) workers and were 

supposed to work in kolkhoz. Nadezhda graduated from Palana Technical College 

and became an agronomist. Lyudmila did not receive further education and became a 

milkmaid.  
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The interview with Lyudmila and Nadezhda is imbued with Soviet 

propaganda, and they provide a glimpse into the attitude of the Itelmen generation of 

that period. Being older, Nadezhda went to school earlier than Lyudmila. They 

remember that on one particular 1st of May celebration—the International Day of 

Solidarity of the Workers, which was widely celebrated in the Soviet Union and 

continues to be a national holiday today—Nadezhda participated in a village concert. 

She was practicing reciting a poem:  

Как повяжешь галстук, 
As you tie your cravat, 
 
Береги его, 
Take good care of it, 
 
Он ведь с красным знаменем 
Because it is with the Red banner 
 
Цвета одного. 
Of the same color. 
 

It was a big event; therefore, Lyudmila, together with Nadezhda’s younger sister, 

Ksenia, insisted on standing on a chair while speaking their poem. They had not gone 

to school yet, so they created a poem using the Russian words they knew: 

Один мужик, дьявол восток 
One man, the devil East 
 
приехал бравый урьяӄ носит. 
Came wearing nice uriaq (coat in Itelmen). 
 
This story demonstrates that an Itelmen child from an elementary school in an 

Itelmen village was taught Soviet values from the very beginning of her education. 

All school students in the Soviet Union wore the same school uniform, Red Cravats, 

to represent their sense of belonging, connection, and association to the Soviet nation 

and its values. Students did not question the necessity of wearing a uniform. The Red 

cravat was an ordinary and prestigious thing to wear. I remember from my childhood 
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that I could not wait to get the red cravat, which made me a part of the school 

community and the nation. This portrayed me equal to everyone else,  sharing the 

same worldview and being proud of being part of the Great Communist system.  

The poem, created by the younger girls, is also quite graphic. Although they 

had not  gone to school yet,  they had heard about “those Russians.” Their choice of 

words indicates that they lived in an environment where they had heard disparaging 

remarks made towards the outside foreigners. Even though they did not speak 

Russian, they could understand some of it and were able to construct some sentences. 

From t their poem, we understand that the villagers called Soviets as devils. This 

word also appears later in this interview when Nadezhda was describing how when 

she became an Okryabryonok, which is a first title a child gets in the Communist 

hierarchy,21 her grandmother equated being Oktaybryonok with being a little devil. 

While for young generation of an Itelmen village, whom Nadezhda and Lyudmila 

were at that time, being a part of the Communist system was something they took for 

granted, for the elderly community, following Soviet values was viewed equally to 

committing a sin. Most of them were likely Christians who experienced repressions 

against the Church during the arrival of the Soviet dictatorship. Therefore, it was 

painful for them to see their children growing up as a part of the culture that so 

viciously destroyed their Christian beliefs.  

The ladies allowed themselves to understand this only after the fall of the 

Soviet Union. Both Nadezhda and Lyudmila were active members of the Communist 

Party. Even though Lyudmila was continuously scolded for being a daughter of the 

enemy of the nation (her father was repressed), she continued being true to the 

Communist Party by getting actively involved in the life of the village. Nadezhda, 
																																																								
21 At the elementary school a child was accepted into Okryabryonok, middle school – Pioneer, 
University – Komsomolets and then Party.  
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however, was very cautious in what to say during the interview. A sense of fear by 

saying something wrong and having further consequences was strongly felt from 

Nadeahda’s part of the interview.   

The Stories of Less Fluency   

The elderly Itelmens had rather different experiences related to the Itelmen 

and Russian languages in their lives. The stories shared above are provided by fluent 

language speakers, who grew up speaking the Itelmen language and managed to 

maintain their knowledge of it throughout their lives. The following two elders were 

less successful in this. Svetlana N. Mironenko, a niece of Lyudmila E. Pravdoshina, 

was born in the 1930s in Sedanka as well. She remembers everyone speaking Itelmen 

in her area. While growing up, she spent much time with her grandmother, who was 

blind. Svetlana lived with her grandmother and was her main helper. She remembered 

multiple trips with her grandmother to the forest for medicinal herbs and roots. Being 

a hunter, her father was never around, and her mother worked all the time. At school, 

they taught only Russian. After Svetlana’s grandmother passed away, she moved to 

live with her mother in a different village named Sedanka Kochevaya,22 which was a 

Koryak village. At the school in that village, the education was conducted in Russian 

and Koryak languages, so eventually, Svetlana forgot her native Itelmen language. 

Similar to the others whose stories were shared above in this section, Svetlana 

finished her education in Tigil and continued in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. After 

Svetlana left her home village, she did not hear Itelmen spoken again for a long time.  
																																																								
22 Before the relocation policy, two different villages had the name “Sedanka”. One was entirely 
Itelmen and was called Sedanka Osedlaya (settled), whereas the other was a Koryak village – Sedanka 
Kochevaya (nomadic). They were located not far from each other. After the relocation policy in the 
1950s, Sedanka Osedlaya was closed, and its citizens were relocated to Tigil. Sedanka Kochevaya still 
exists today, and it is a home for many Koryak people as well as some Itelmens. This village is 
officially marked on the maps of Kamchatka as Sedanka. Whenever Itelmen elders speak about 
Sedanka, they mean their Itelmen village that was relocated and no longer officially exists on the maps 
of Russia. Nevertheless, this village is still alive for those who were born there. Despite their age, they 
try going there with their children and grandchildren, at least for summers.  
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Svetlana remembers that at school, children were allowed to speak Koryak but 

not Itelmen. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, in the 1930s, the Soviet Union 

decided that Itelmen, along with several other small languages of the Far Eastern part 

of Russia, was not a forward-looking language. The Soviet government determined 

that this language could not acquire and translate Soviet values. Therefore, it was 

decided to teach Russian to everyone from those nations. The stories of the elders 

picturesquely portray how this policy was implemented into practice. While Itelmen 

was completely forbidden, Koryak was widely used at native schools. In the 1930s, 

the government invested in the publication of 52 books in Koryak, and in the 1940s, 

they published 20 books. In contrast, only two publications were issued in Itelmen  

during the the 1930s (Vakhtin 2005, 130). Nevertheless, there is a sense from the 

interviews that at the boarding school in Tigil, everyone was expected to speak 

Russian, no matter whether the student was an Itelmen or a Koryak. In general, the 

majority of the Russian population viewed all others the same—descendants of 

barbarous pagan cultures.  

These days, Svetlana lives in Palana, and despite her health issues, she is 

always ready to meet with the fluent Itelmen speakers in order to remember her native 

language. She would come to Tigil to stay with her aunt Lyudmila E. Pravdoshina for 

extended periods of time just to hear the language and to dream about the revival of 

Sedanka, their home village.       

Valentina I. Belova was born in 1938 in Khairyuzovo and grew up with 

Russian as her main language. Her father was Russian, and her mother Itelmen. In 

their family, they conversed in Russian only. Valentina remembered her mother 

having three Itelmen friends whom she would secretly meet, and when nobody could 

hear them, they would converse in the Itelmen language.  
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А тут у нас эти три подружки соберутся  
These three girl friends would get together, 
 
на крылечке на каком-нибудь. Ну, там начальства нет,  
[sit down] at some porch. Make sure that there was no authorities, 
 
милиции нет, никого нет, вот они так как зацокают, 
or police around, nobody around, and start chatting.  

 так интересно слушать. Сидят на крылечке, разговаривают, или в 
It was so interesting to listen. They would sit on a porch or would 

 
лес пойдут собирать всю эту кору березы на ач’ал (əч’эл), потом 
would go gathering to the forest all of this birch bark for aç’al23, then 
 
ягоду, кимчигу …  
berries, kimchiga24 … 
 
Valentina’s father could understand the language but he did not speak Itelmen. 

She recalls that the village was Itelmen and everyone spoke Itelmen, but in their 

family, they used Russian. All of her five siblings except one were Russian speaking. 

It was her older sister, Vera I. Khan, who fluently spoke Itelmen because she grew up 

with her grandmother in Khairyuzovo. Vera Innokentievna was famous for her 

knowledge of Itelmen, and she taught Itelmen in Kovran for a long time. 

Valentina, on the contrary, does not speak Itelmen. When she was a child, her 

family moved to the Koryak village of Belogolovoe, where she attended  a Russian-

Koryak school. Having children and grandchildren, Valentina is upset that she cannot 

teach them their heritage language. She understands the importance of maintaining 

the language. Two of her granddaughters graduated from Palana Pedagogical College, 

where they studied Itelmen, but they forgot everything they leaned due to the lack of 

practice and opportunities to use the language. Valentina currently lives in Palana, 

and she remains active in participating in various events related to Itelmen language 

																																																								
23	Aç’al	–	traditional	Itelmen	dish	made	of	birchbark.	
24	Kimchiga	–	a	root	of	a	plant	that	was	used	in	meals.		
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and culture, which she views as a way to maintain her Itelmen identity and reconnect 

with her Itelmen language.    

All of the eight elders who were interviewed were born in Itelmen villages 

with a majority of Itelmen speaking population. All of them went to elementary 

school in their native villages and continued their education in the boarding school in 

Tigil in the early the 1940s; however, not all of them remained fluent in the Itelmen 

language. The stories of the elders provided above inform us about the period when 

Itelmen was a forbidden language. These stories tell us about the lived experiences of 

Itelmens in the USSR the 1940swhen kolkhozes and schools were already in place 

together with the Communist Party and the patriotic Soviet nation propaganda. From 

the interviews, we know that by then, Itelmen teachers who taught at schools in native 

villages were members of the Soviet society and forbid the use of the Itelmen 

language in their classroom. From Georgy’s example of having a rifle as a gift from 

his teacher and going on  hunting trips together, we know that those teachers 

continued being Itelmens. Though they were forbidden to use the Itelmen language at 

school, they kept their Itelmen identity alive through maintaining traditional life style 

activities such as hunting, fishing, and gathering.  

The Story of a Brave Girl 

Victoria E. Fedotova was born in 1941 in Napana village. Her school 

experience started in 1948, when she knew only how to say “hello” in Russian. As in 

the previous examples, Victoria’s teacher could speak Itelmen, but she asked the 

students to use Itelmen only when it was absolutely necessary. Victoria remembers 

that sometimes they did not know how to ask in Russian for permission to go out to 

use the restroom, so they would resort to Itelmen. The teacher also insisted that school 

was not the place to speak Itelmen. Victoria remembered that often the head of the 
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village, who was a Russian man, came to class and watched the educational process. 

Interestingly enough, outside of school, this man used several Itelmen words he knew 

during communal work with the village workers.  Perhaps, using some common 

Itelmen expressions helped him be a part of the village community; however, we 

understand that he had to watch the educational process in order to report on the 

progress  of the Soviet school education in Napana.  

As Victoria remembers, her family used Itelmen all the time at home. She 

remembered having conversations with her mother in the language. It was after she 

went to Tigil School in 1951 when she started forgetting the language. It was 

forbidden to speak the language in the boarding school not only by the teachers, but 

also by other children. It was the Russian children that condemned the use of a 

language different from Russian in a rather rough way of mocking:  

Дома-то мы все время говорили.  
At home we spoke [Itelmen] all the time. 
 
Мы вместе с матерью все время говорили.  
Together with my mother we spoke [Itelmen] all the time. 
 
А когда я в Тигиль переехала в 50 году.  
And then I moved to Tigil in 1950. 
 
В 51 я уже перестала говорить,  
In 51 I already stopped speaking [Itelmen], 
 
потому что нас перевезли в интернат.  
Because we were moved to the boarding school.  
 
А в интернате были и коряки, ительмены, русские,  
In the boarding school, there were Koryaks, Itelmens, and Russians. 
 
и если чего-нибудь скажешь по-ительменски,  
If one says something in Itelmen, 
 
все начинают над тобой смеяться.  
they started laughing at you. 
 
 Говорят: «Подумаешь, иностранка».  
The would say: “Oh, what a foreigner!”  
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А еще говорили: «Кэзза к’э, немец?».  
They also said: «Kezza k'e25, German»?  
 
Viktoria was at school after World War II, so being called a German was an 

assault. It implied that a person was equated to an ‘enemy.’ Victoria never mastered 

Russian, earning “Cs” on her exams. She remembers when she wrote expository 

essays, for example, she would translate the Russian text into Itelmen and then write 

it down in Itelmen the way she remembered it transliterated in Russian. It was quite 

challenging for Victoria to relearn the counting and switch from Itelmen into Russian. 

Remembering those hardships, Victoria stressed that she spoke with her children in 

Russian only so they could succeed at school.  

Being the only student from Napana of her age in Tigil, Victoria missed her 

family, and she would walk back to Napana, which is situated 38 km from Tigil, for 

the holidays or weekends. She explained that it was easier in winter to go through the 

tundra running. Those trips took her 2-3 hours one-way. Victoria shared a very 

fascinating story about one such trip: 

Я один раз вечером иду, уже темнеть начало…  
One day I was walking. It was already getting dark…. 
 
У меня была воспитательница Пасечник Евдокия Васильевна. 
My teacher was Pasechnik Evdokiya Vasilievna. 
 
Она мне говорит: «Вика, не ходи одна. Не ходи».  
She told me: “Vika, don't go alone. Don't go”. 
 
Говорит: «И волки ходят, и лисицы ходят. 
She said: “There are wolves and foxes running around. 
 
Они все могут тебя съесть».  
All of them can eat you”. 
 
Я знала, что медведь лежит уже.  
I knew that the bear was sleeping already. 
 

																																																								
25 “Kezza k’e” - Itelmen phrase meaning “who are you” 
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Говорит: «Особенно волки могут тебя поймать».  
[The teacher continued]: “Especially wolves can catch you”.  
 
Самая длинная дорога, это тундра, когда Половинку проходишь 
The longest road is the tundra after you pass the Polovinka river 
 
от Черной речки. Там очень длинная тундра.  
from the Chyornaya river. It is very long tundra over there. 
 
Вот по этой тундре уже туда смотрю,  
So I was [running] along this tundra, looking around 
 
туда смотрю, нигде никого нет.  
here and there and nothing was anywhere. 
 
И спокойно бегу, пою. И вдруг, увидела,  
I was running and singing. And suddenly I saw 
 
огонек ко мне навстречу идет по тундре.  
a little fire coming towards me along the tundra. 
 
Думаю, как же может огонь бежать по тундре?  
I though, how could the fire run along the tundra? 
 
Никак понять не могу. А когда на таком расстоянии,  
I could not understand. It was at a distance from me, 
 
я пригляделась, еще тогда без очков была.  
I tried to see what it was. I was not wearing glasses at that time. 
 
Я думала, не уже ли такая собачка. Я ее зову, зову, зову к себе. 
I thought, what a small doggy. I was calling it to come to me. 
 
У меня еще в кармане хлеб был. Я ей кинула,  
I had bread in my pocket so I threw bread to it 
 
а она хвост трубой и от меня.  
and this animal raised the tail and ran away from me. 
 
Как огонь горит. 
It looked like a burning fire. 
 
Оказывается, это была лиса-огневка. Прямо рядом вот так вот. 
And it turned out that it was a fox right by me.  
 
А когда я пришла домой, у меня уже отчим был.  
When I got home, my step-father was [there]. 
 
Я ему говорю: «Я встретила лису, которая огнем горит».  
I told him: «I met a fox that was burning like a fire». 
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Он: «Где?». «Вот на тундре. Она мне на встречу бежала».  
He [asked]: «Where?» «There in the tundra. It was approaching me». 
 
«И ты не испугалась?» «Нет. Я наоборот ей хлеб кидала».  
«And you were not afraid?» «No. On the contrary, I gave her bread». 
 
Потом он или ее или другую, точно такую же лису убил. 
Then he killed the same fox or another one of the same colour. 
 
Victoria also travelled between these villages on a dog-sledge. She was not 

afraid of the tundra. Being in the tundra was more comfortable for her then being in a 

foreign place where everyone expected her to speak a foreign language and share 

strange unfamiliar values. For an urban mind, it is quite revolutionary to have an 

image a 12-year-old girl running alone in the snowy tundra in the darkness. For 

Victoria, it was her home. It was her cozy space where even being alone she had 

strong support based on the knowledge of her ancestors. She knew more about the 

bears and wolves than about the life in the Russian village. This story is an impressive 

example of what humans can do when they are being imposed to something so 

significantly different from their  way of being. According to Victoria, many other 

indigenous children ran away from the boarding schools to go back home. They 

needed reconnection with their families and their land. Stories shared in the 

interviews offer a sense that indigenous children also understood that they needed an 

education. At the same time, the culture imposed at the boarding schools never 

became native to Itelmen children; it remained alien to them.  

Victoria’s father passed away rather early, and her mother remarried  a 

Chukchi man. Therefore, the language of communication at home switched from 

Itelmen into Russian since none of them knew each other’s language. It was not just 

the boarding school that influenced the loss of fluency in Itelmen for Victoria; it was 

also the mixed marriage of her mother. This example is similar with that of Valentina 
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I. Belova presented earlier in this section. Valentina’s father was Russian and her 

mother was Itelmen; therefore, Valentina’s first language from birth was Russian, and 

she  never insisted that she was a native Itlemen language speaker. Victoria, on the 

other hand, grew up with Itelmen and then switched to Russian due to school and a 

changed family situation, but she never hesitated saying that she was a speaker of the 

Itelmen language even though she has forgotten much of the language. From these 

two examples, we can see that mixed marriages played a crucial role in the life of the 

Itelmen language in the family. They tended to completely change the language 

situation in the family.   

Starting  in school, Victoria did not have a chance to hear and converse in the 

Itelmen language until she was a grandmother in the 2000s. At that time, Valentina I. 

Uspenskaya, a speaker of the Northern dialect of Itelmen and an Itelmen language 

teacher, began teaching Itelmen for those who lived in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. By 

then, Victoria lived in a settlement located not far from the city, so she became very 

active in attending those lessons and then presenting her speech and Itelmen songs at 

various city celebrations. This is when, little by little, Victoria started remembering 

her native language, which had been sleeping inside her for such a long time. Victoria 

E. Fedotova from Slobodchikov kin passed away in spring 2015, and many of the 

Itelmens who participated in the cultural life of the city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski 

will remember her as a great singer of the ancient Itelmen khodilas (songs), keeper of 

traditional knowledge, and mother of a great, traditional family. I knew Victoria from 

before the Gathering of 2012, and I always enjoyed listening to her specific Itelmen 

accent in her Russian speech. She spoke Russian using Itelmen sounds. She did not 

need to speak Itelmen to understand that she was Itelmen from some ancient Itelmen 
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village. She was a small lady with big lips, kind eyes, a kind smile, and a beautiful 

openhearted sole. 

“I Have Learned Enough”: Household Responsibilities and School  

Victoria’s friend Vera I. Pravdoshina, who was also born in Napana, 

provides another vivid description of what it was like to be Itelmen in Kamchatka in 

the 1950s. I had the pleasure of meeting Vera prior to the Gathering of Itelmens in 

2012 and conducted several interviews with her in relation to her experience of 

language shift. Vera was born in 1950, and she grew up learning Itelmen from her 

grandfathers. One of Vera’s grandfathers was a great musician, who played the violin 

extremely well and constantly made Vera dance and sing Itelmen songs while he 

played. Consequently, Vera is now well-known for her wonderful voice and ancient 

style of singing. Both of her grandfathers were strong Itelmen leaders, and both 

passed away within the same year when Vera was only seven, the same year she was 

taken to the boarding school.  

Vera was seven when her mother was forced to take her and her siblings to 

school. She remembers that school was not popular among the residents of Napana 

village, and nobody wanted their children to go to school. Since Vera’s mother was a 

member of the Communist Party and an activist, she was asked to set a good example 

for the villagers by taking her children to the boarding school. This example was 

supposed to show the other villagers that she was a faithful and true communist: 

[В школе] запрещали нам говорить на ительменском.  
[At school] we were forbidden to speak Itelmen. 
 
Мама вступила в партию, и ей сказали: «Ты как коммунист 
My mother joined the Party and she was told: “You as a communist 
 
должна подавать всем пример.  
must show everyone an example. 
 
Ты не должна говорить на ительменском языке.  
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You must not speak Itelmen language. 
 
Пусть дети учат русский».  
Let your children speak Russian.” 
 
Брат у меня закончил всего 4 класса,  
My brother finished only four grades, 
 
потому он говорил на ительменском  
because he spoke only Itelmen 
 
и очень плохо говорил на русском.  
and he spoke Russian very poorly.  
 
Он 38 года рождения. 
He was born in 1938. 

From the previous examples of Itelmen elders born in the 1930s and the 

1940s, we know that they received their primary education in elementary schools in 

their home villages. Those schools were day schools; children attended classes and 

then returned back to their Itelmen speaking homes and duties afterwards. Vera’s 

example is an indication that the system of schooling was not effective enough for the 

government, so in the 1950s, it was decided to introduce boarding schools that 

provided elementary level education for Itelmen children in their home villages. Even 

in their home villages, thought, the Itelmen children still had to live at the boarding 

school. Vera explains that such a system of education was introduced in order to: 

…отделить детей от родителей для того, чтобы  
…separate the children from their parents, 
 
научить их русскому образу жизни, чтобы они не говорили 
 to teach them the Russian lifestyle so that they do not speak 
 
по-ительменски со своими детьми. 
Itelmen with their children. 
 
The boarding school in Napana was located in a small building divided into 

two parts. One part was the living area, with eight beds for the children; the other was 

a classroom area. There were only two classrooms. The children were provided with 
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three meals a day, and they had to sleep there at night. Every day, they would have 

three or four lessons, with after-school classes for those who needed help to catch up 

with the rest of the group. On the weekends, the children were allowed to go home. 

During the weekdays, the students also could go home to help their families but then 

return for the night to sleep at the school. 

The school has been in the village as long as Vera can remembers. There were 

only four children at school when Vera was a student there. All the teachers and 

nannies except one were Itelmen women, but still the main language of 

communication at school was Russian. Vera remembered that for speaking Itelmen, 

the punishment was being placed in a dark room. Once, the teachers forgot about 

Vera in the dark room, and nobody remembered she was there until her mother came 

back home from work and realized that Vera had not come home from school. 

Vera did not like going to school. She constantly ran away from classes to 

fulfill her family responsibilities. Since all the grown-ups in Napana village were busy 

at the farm, the children were responsible for keeping up the household. Vera’s family 

had a large numbered dog team, and her main responsibility was to provide the dogs 

with food. Her responsibilities also included fishing and preparing the fishing gear, 

such as sewing nets and making fishing rods. After a couple of lessons at school, Vera 

would say to the teachers: 

«Ой, не когда мне. Пора надо собакам еду готовить,  
“Oh, I don’t have time. It is time to go and prepare food for the dogs.  
 
 зима на носу»… Хватит, я уже научилась». 
Winter is coming soon... Enough. I’ve learned enough already.” 
 
И я иду одна. Никто меня не мог переубедить.  
And I will leave all alone. Nobody could have changed my mind. 
 
Мать меня порола. Я сказала: «Мне дедушка сказал, 
My mother tried to punish me, but I would say: “My grandfather told 
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надо готовить собакам юколу».  
me that I should prepare dried fish for the dogs.” 
 
Even though her grandfather passed away that year, Vera still felt responsible 

for conducting those duties as he taught her. In fact, the teachings of Vera’s 

grandfather carried more importance to her than even those of her mother. Like every 

child in the village, Vera also helped the family in the garden. Vera remembered that 

each child had his/her own part of the potato and cabbage fields to look after. Having 

all these responsibilities, there was no space for school in the life of an Itelmen village 

child. The teachers tried to influence Vera’s behavior via her mother, who was 

scolded at the Communist Party meetings for Vera’s behavior. This was a big reason 

why Vera finally obeyed her mother and started going to school on a regular basis. 

Vera’s older brother, on the contrary, never finished school because he was 

not able to acquire Russian proficiency at the level the Soviet system of education 

required. He also resisted schooling and did not want to study at all. He refused to 

speak Russian and learn counting, so it was decided to exclude him from school when 

he was in the 4th grade.  

After the grandfathers passed away, Vera’s parents thought that she would 

forget the language. However, despite the fact that it was forbidden to speak Itelmen, 

Vera’s parents continued speaking it to each other. They thought that Vera could not 

understand them, but she enjoyed listening to their conversations and stated  

У них были свои разговоры по ночам. Они рассказывали такие 
They were having their conversations during nights. They told such 
 
Смешные истории. Я всегда себя контролировала. 
 funny stories. I always controlled myself.  
 
Сяду где-нибудь рядом и слушаю. А один раз 
I would sit somewhere near them and listen. And one time 
 
я не смогла сдержать себя, он [отец] рассказывал такую 
 I have not been able to control myself, he [father] was telling such 
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Смешную историю про медведей, когда четыре медведя 
 a funny story about the bears, when four bears 
 
напали на него, и я засмеялась 
 attacked him, so I laughed with them. 
  
After that incident, Vera’s parents stopped speaking Itelmen in front of her. 

Vera remembered that parents of Napana in general tried not to use Itelmen when the 

children were present. Nevertheless, the Itelmen language was still much spoken in 

the village, and there were many opportunities to hear the language. Some people 

used it so that non-speakers could not understand what they were talking about; 

however, they would switch into Russian when the children were around. Vera’s 

father passed away when she was eleven years old. After that, she never heard 

Itelmen speech at home. Her mother would not speak it with the children, and Vera 

had nobody else to speak it with. Her grandparents and father were gone, so she 

stopped hearing fascinating stories of surviving in the woods, stopped hearing native 

songs, stopped singing and dancing as much.  

Due to the small number of children, the school in Napana only provided 

education until the third grade. After that, the children were sent to the boarding 

school in the regional center of Tigil—to  continue their education. As in the 1930s 

and 1940s, children from all over the Tigil district were gathered at Tigil School in 

the 1950s including Itelmen, Koryak, and Russian. The teachers at Tigil School were 

Russian and native Itelmen, but native teachers never used the Itelmen language. Like 

Victoria, Vera would run away from Tigil all alone across the tundra to visit her 

family in Napana.  

Vera’s stories about her life during the Soviet period clearly indicate that there 

were not many opportunities to speak Itelmen. If people used it, it was in the narrow 

circles of those who were related to or trusted each other. The conversations usually 
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occurred between the adult generations of the family. Children were excluded from 

those circles, and this was a major step towards the language loss. Vera’s children 

grew up with Russian as their main language. Vera wanted them to do well at school; 

therefore, she only taught them Russian. Both of her daughters graduated from 

pedagogical educational institutions, where they learned some Itelmen. 

Middle-aged Generation as the Knowledge Holders  

Anatoli N. Levkovski (b. 1957) and Lyudmila S. Kuznetsova (b. 1960) were 

the youngest interviewees at the Gathering of Itelmens. Lyudmila was born in 

Khairyuzovo, the only Itelmen village that has not been relocated. Itelmens 

themselves chose to live at that location many generations ago and continue to do so 

up to day. Now, it is called Verkhnene (Upper) Khairyuzovo meaning that this village 

is located upstream on the Khairyuzovo River. Another village, Ust-Khairyuzovo, is 

located at the mouth of the river, but it is not a native village. This village has a 

majority Russian population who  moved there for seasonal work during the Soviet 

period and stayed. It was in Ust-Khairyuzovo that they had a boarding school where 

children from Khairyuzovo and Kovran were sent to finish their school education 

until the 10th grade. These three villages are called the Southern branch of Tigil 

District. Kovran is a village that was established by the Soviet government in the 

1950s. Due to the policy of relocation, many Itelmens were removed to a “New 

Kovran” location after their villages were closed. Originally an Itelmen settlement, 

Kovran was located up the river. It is now referred to as the Upper Kovran. The 

contemporary Kovran village is located 4 km from the Okhotsk Sea and contains the 

majority of the Itelmen population.26 

																																																								
26 A map of the current and relocated villages is provided in the introduction chapter  
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Kovran is home for Anatoli. He was born there and has lived his entire life in 

this village. Anatoli received his 8th grade education in Kovran School and then 

completed 9-10th grades in Ust-Khairyuzovo. His class was the first graduation in 

Ust-Khairyuzovo. Lyudmila had her elementary schooling in her home Khairyuzovo 

village. Her older sister studied after the elementary school in Tigil, but the children 

of Lyudmila’s age and younger were sent to Ust-Khairyuzovo boarding school. 

Analogous to Tigil, this boarding school also hosted children of different nationalities, 

but the majority were Russian.  

The first half of the school year at the boarding school was difficult for 

Anatoli and Lyudmila. They share similar stories of how they were mocked with 

racial slurs by Russians in Ust-Khairyuzovo all the time. Lyudmila mentioned that 

they did not pay much attention to those mockeries. Anatoli, on the contrary, 

acknowledged that they gathered with native boys to fight with the Russian kids in 

order to gain respect for who they were. Lyudmila noticed that by the end of the year, 

native and Russian children managed to get adjusted to each other. By the end of the 

year, the Russian children understood that native children were the same people as 

they were. Anatoli remembered that many of them started coming to the boarding 

school where native kids lived to socialize with them. Russian children were 

interested in listening to hunting stories and other stories connected with the local 

environment. Since they did not have that traditional knowledge background, they did 

not know much about the surrounding area, nor did they go outside their village 

much.  

It is interesting to note that, in their stories, Lyudmila and Anatoli keep going 

back to the fear of speaking Itelmen that they had noticed in their parents, who were 

in the generation that entered school with no knowledge of Russian—a generation 
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that spoke Itelmen fluently but refused to converse in it. This generation was the one 

that would also ask the children not to speak loudly if they heard them speaking 

Itelmen. As children, Anatoli and Lyudmila felt a strong sense of fear for their parents 

and other grown-ups who were afraid to expose their Itelmen identity. Lyudmila 

explained:  

Л.С.:	Сталинкие	времена	на	них	действовали.	Сельский	совет	
для	них	–	это	все	равно,	что	Сталин	там	сидел.	
	
Lyudmila	S.:	Stalin	time	influenced	them.	The Selski Sovet (Village 
Council/Village Administration) was as if Stalin was sitting in there.	
	
А.Н.:	Закладывали	прям	ладом…	И	нам	говорили,	тихо.	Тихо	
разговаривали	шепотом.	
	
Anatoli	N.:	There	were	many	denunciations...	And	we	were	told:	
“Quietly”.	Quietly	[they]	spoke,	whispering.		
	
Л.С.:	Там	даже,	говорят,	репрессированные	тоже	были	же	у	
нас.	
	
Lyudmila	S.:	They	say	we	also	had	repressed	[people].	
	
А.Н.:	Боялись,	что	заберут	просто	так,	поэтому	язык…	 
 
Anatoli N.: They were afraid they would be taken away for no reason, 
that is why the language…”  
 
By then, people expected that anybody could talk about them in the Selski 

Sovet, and that could get them repressed. Anatoli and Lyudmila prove that these 

attitudes resulted in native children being shy in using the language and expressing 

their identity much. They stated: 

Л.С.:	Мы,	когда	были	в	Усть-Хайрюзово,	училась	в	школе	я	в	
тот	период	времени	даже	не	помню,	чтобы	кто-то	как-то	даже	
вспоминал,	что	мы	–	ительмены…		
 
Lyudmila S.: When we were in Ust-Khairyuzovo, when I studied at 
school, I don't even remember that anybody even remembered that we 
were Itelmens...  
		
А.Н.:	А	про	ительменов	национальность	стеснялись	говорить.	
Что	мы	ительмены.		
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Anatoli N.: People were shy to talk about Itelmen nationality. That we 
were Itelmens.  
Л.С.:	Все	хотели	себя	русскими	записать.	Это	как	будто	как	бы	
престижно	тогда	было	в	ту	пору	в	70е	годы.		
 
Lyudmila S.: Everyone wanted to register themselves as being 
Russians. As if it was somehow prestigious at that time in the 1970s.  
   
 This example came about as a result of the frequently changing policies of the 

USSR. Educational Reform of 1958, which officially was aimed at providing a free 

choice on the language of instruction at school, forced parents to choose Russian as 

the main language at school and in the household as the “language of opportunity” 

(Zamyatin 2012, 19). In the Itelmen case, they did not have a choice of which 

language to speak. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the government decided that 

the Itelmen language was too small to survive the realities of social change and could 

not express the ideological ideas of the Soviet Nation; therefore, all Itelmens were to 

speak Russian only. The Soviet rulers based the building and strengthening of a 

Soviet nation on interfering with local languages which were and remain to be the life 

and heart of the small nations within the Soviet Union.  

While most of the parental generation who were the first to experience such 

tough policies obeyed the system, older generations, often grandparents, strongly 

resisted and remained true to their Itelmen traditions and language. They remained 

Christians by hiding icons in the most secluded places. They continued speaking 

Itelmen with their children, who were afraid, and their grandchildren, who were shy 

but interested. Therefore, the current middle-aged generation, including Lyudmila and 

Anatoli, associate the Itelmen language with their grandparents and their 

grandparents’ elder friends. When they think about the Itelmen language and 

remember using it, they return to the times spent with members of the older 

generation:  
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Л.С.: Ительменского вообще не было.  
Lyudmila S.: We did not have Itelmen at all. 
 
Ительменский язык, я его знаю только по бабушке.  
Itelmen knowledge I know only because of my grandmother. 
 
Мама уже не говорила на ительменском, потому что в свое время 
My mother did not speak it by then, because in her time 
 
вообще им запрещали разговаривать на ительменском языке,  
they were forbidden to speak Itelmen. 
 
ну а бабушка-то, я, может, как младшая и Таня как-то больше к 
And my grandmother [spoke]. My sister Tanya and I were closer to 
 
ней привязаны были, как-то не с мамой, а с бабушкой.  
our grandmother than our mother. 
 
 
И мы к бабушкам ходили с ней,  
And we would go visit other elderly women with her 
 
как бы ее сопровождая постоянно в гостях были у стариков 
as if we were accompanying her. All the time we spent at the Itelmen 
 
ительменов. Они разговаривали только на ительменском.  
elders’ homes.  They spoke only Itelmen. 
 
Потом бабушки, дедушки какие-то ительмены приходили к нам 
Also grandmas, grandpas, some Itelmens would come visit  
 
 домой. Они разговаривали все на ительменском между собой и 
our home. All of them spoke Itelmen with each other and 
 
вот как-то сидишь и слушаешь. Все это впитывалось.  
I would sit and listen absorbing all of that.  
 
Пока бабушка живая была, этот язык, конечно всегда был все 
While my grandmother was alive this language of course was always 
 
 равно, может вторым назвать его. 
[around] It was like a second language for me. 
 
Общение с бабушкой было.  
I had communication with the grandmother. 
 
Мы не разговаривали на ительменском. Понимали его хорошо, 
We did not speak Itelmen, but we understood her well 
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пока бабушка была,  
while the grandmother was alive. 
 
но потом постепенно уже учеба за пределы села,  
And then gradually, the schooling outside the village  
 
там дальше учились. Уже начали, конечно, другое общение, 
and further. Different type of communication and we started  
 
забываться. Не то, что, конечно,  
to forget. Not all of it of course.   
 
все основные, может, в быту слова оставались при себе.  
All the major household words may be remained with us 

 
During their interviews, Anatoli and Lyudmila shared many stories connected 

with their grandparents and specific Itelmen knowledge that they acquired from the 

elders such as Itelmen cuisine, plants, and hunting:  

А.Н.: Да. Обращались по-ительменски.  
Anatoli: They [the elders] spoke to me in Itelmen. 
 
Там уже и не переспрашиваешь.  
Then I would not ask [for a translation]. 
 
Само по себе получается. Уже как-то инстинктивно, наверное. 
It turned out naturally. It was somehow instinctively I guess.  
 
 Они говорят, сделай то, сходи. Дед мне говорил:  
They say: “Do this, go there”. My grandfather told me: 
 
«Иди сетку проверь. Сетку вытащи на берег, почисти, посуши ее».  
“Go check the net. Take it out to the shore, clean it, dry it”. 
 
Вот это, я так помню, что он мне говорит…  
I remember what he told me… 
 
Я тоже с дедом ходил.  
I also went with my grandfather [to visit friends]. 
 
Но они там ходили к своим этим по домам.   
They liked going to other houses.  
 
Телевизора же тогда не было. И радио тогда плохо работало. 
There was no television. Radio worked badly  
 
До 12….Как света не было,  
until 12.00. When the light was turned off 



	 	 108 

 
они там зажгут жирники, сидят  
they would light their oil lamps on, sit down  
 
рассказывают у кого какие события…  
and tell what happened with them… 
 
И так легко учился… 
It was easy for me to learn… 
 
The Itelmen language and grandparents are inseparable in the minds of 

middle-aged Itelmen people today. Everything they know about the language they 

know from the elders who were not afraid to be Itelmens even in times of severe 

pressure. It is these same middle-aged Itelmens to whom Itelmen youth are looking up 

to nowadays, because they are the ones who know the language and traditional culture 

the most. They do not call themselves spokespersons for Itelmen; nevertheless, they 

will correct anyone if they hear him or her using the language incorrectly. This 

middle-aged generation is coming to understand that they are the main knowledge 

holders now. There are very few elders to whom we can refer, and the middle-aged 

generation is becoming a reliable source of Itelmen knowledge. The elders also 

recognize this. For example, Lyudmila E. Pravdoshina considers her middle-aged 

daughter Uliana to be the keeper of the language and Itelmen traditions. Uliana does 

not speak the language fluently, but Lyudmila believes that she has this knowledge 

“inside.”  

Georgy D. Zaporotski believed that Anatoli N. knew the language. Anatoli N. 

clarified that he does not remember much but that this knowledge is returning. 

Georgy D. enjoyed having conversations with Anatoli because it forced him to recall 

his knowledge of both language and traditions. No doubt the elders are the main 

institution for language documentation and revitalization. But we should also consider 

middle-aged Itelmens, who may not speak the language fluently but who can 
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remember it quickly if a fruitful language environment is created for them. Middle-

aged Itelmens might serve as a buoy for the language. A language revitalization 

program should definitely involve active participation of this generation and empower 

them to continue the language traditions in the Itelmen nation.   

Discussion 

The stories shared in this chapter of Itelmens who experienced major language 

shifts in their lives are reminiscent of the history of education in “Indian Country” in 

the United States, well described by Lomawaima and McCarty (2006). The authors 

explain that in modeling the educational system the government created a “zone of 

safety” for themselves when the use of indigenous knowledge at schools was 

controlled and determined by the school. Or, using the terms of the authors, the 

cultural difference was attempted to get “domesticated” (58). This included the 

esthetics of the native arts and the use of native languages, songs, and stories.  

The literature review of Russian policies towards indigenous populations 

provided in this chapter indicates that Tsarist Russia followed the same patterns and 

attempted to domesticate indigenous cultures of Russia through Christianization. 

They were rather successful in this among Itelmens, who were devout Christians at 

the time of the Great October Revolution in 1917 and suffered under the atheist policy 

of the Soviets. Nevertheless, the Tsarist government did not aim to destroy the 

languages of the peoples but wanted to “save” the population of the North from their 

pagan and barbaric traditions. For the most part, the language became endangered due 

to mixed marriages and diseases that wiped out 90% of the Itelmen population 

(Orlova 1999; Volodin 2003).  

The Soviet government, however, developed the “safety zone” concept further 

by trying not just to domesticate indigenous peoples, but also to turn them into one 
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united nation—the Soviet nation. This resulted in significant degradation of the 

Northern cultures, lives of the villages, and indigenous language vitality. Everyone 

who had a different from the Soviet mindset was punished and destroyed. The Soviet 

Union was not the place where one wanted to stand out.  

Boarding schools were a big part of the Soviet assimilation measures. The 

stories of elder and middle-aged Itelmens inform us of the rapid changes that occurred 

within a forty-year span and the tremendous effect boarding schools had on the 

vitality of the Itelmen language. Elders who were born in the 1930s and who grew up 

with their Itelmen parents remained fluent speakers. Itelmen was their first language 

of communication and, for many, it was the only language they knew. Those who 

entered school without knowing Russian suffered the most since they did not 

understand what was going on. Nonetheless, everyone eventually mastered Russian, 

and many remained fluent in Itelmen and consider it their first language.  

Georgy was the only one who grew up as a bilingual child. His story provides 

an example of the co-existence of two cultures. From his narration, we understand 

that Russian and Itelmen cultures could coexist quite productively, profiting both the 

Soviet Union and Itelmen people. Kolkhozi were blossoming, Itelmens were 

dedicated to working for the government and bringing income to the state, and their 

children went to Russian-only schools. The Soviet government ruined traditional 

Itelmen systems of existence by closing the villages, relocating people to the 

environments alien to them, and forcing all the cultures of Russia together into one 

Soviet Nation. At the same time, the Itelmens retained some of their traditional mode 

of life through hunting and fishing traditions.  

Several elders of who were born in 1930s were raised in the families of mixed 

marriages. One elder had a Russian father, another a Chukchi stepfather. Neither of 
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them can converse in Itelmen. These examples indicate that, when they had a choice, 

Itelmen women and mothers switched to the dominant Russian language rather than 

teaching iItelman to their spouses and children.  

Elders who received their education in the 1950s are less fluent in Itelmen. 

They grew up with Itelmen as their first language and went to school without 

knowing Russian. However, although they consider Itelmen their first language, it 

was challenging for them to converse in Itelmen. These elders had fewer opportunities 

to hear the language after they graduated school. While most of the elders born in the 

1930s returned to their home villages, the generation of the 1940s did not have homes 

to go back to after school, as their home villages had been closed and relocated. 

Consequently, this generation was deprived of the choice to reconnect with their 

villages and work for the development of their homeland. This generation had to find 

itself in the new Kamchatka, which had been rebuilt and retransformed both 

architecturally and psychologically.  

The elders interviewed for this study mentioned that, in the 1940s and the 

1950s, “they [Russians] extremely strict about the language use.” Most remembered 

they could not converse in the Itelmen language when Russian children were present. 

Since Russians did not understand what native kids were talking about, the Russian 

children thought that they were being discussed. For that reason, native children had 

to use Russian in the presence of Russian kids. Native children were made fun of 

when they were heard speaking a different language, and after World War II, the most 

horrible accusation a Russian child could make was “You are a foreigner” or “Are 

you speaking German?”  

The stories shared by the Itelmens indicate that, similar to American Natives, 

Itelmen children resisted the “safety zone” provided by school and essentially created 
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their own “zone of safety.” While at boarding school, they would run away to play 

together. The elders enjoyed remembering that in these secretly created spaces, their 

main language was Itelmen. Due to dialectal differences, they experienced some 

language barriers; however, these barriers did not prevent the children from playing 

their favorite game together—“Wolves and Reindeers”—which was similar to hide-

and-seek. Some elders remembered that they would even go back home just to see 

their families. The route was dozens of kilometers one way from the boarding school 

to their native village. Some elders who were girls at that time even “ran” back home 

alone and were not afraid of the wolves and other wild animals. For them, it seemed 

like a short distance. They would return home, see their families, have something to 

eat, and go back to the boarding school because they were not allowed to sleep at 

home during the school year.  

The generation that received their education in the 1960s went to school with 

Russian as their main language of communication. Their parents did not speak 

Itelmen to them, but because of their grandparents, they were interested in the Itelmen 

language and could understand it. They remember that they unconsciously used 

Itelmen at school sometimes, for which they were scolded. Throughout the 

interviews, a strong connection with grandparents is evident. Middle-aged knowledge 

holders who grew up with their grandparents have stronger ties with the Itelmen 

language, especially those from younger generations. During the collective farming 

boom, parents did not have much time to spend with their children, and childcare was 

often given to grandparents. This created a favorable environment for developing 

Itelmen language skills. For the middle-aged Itelmens interviewed during the 

Gathering, grandparents were the only link with the Itelmen language. Apart from 

grandparents’ houses, Itelmen was used neither at nor outside of school. As long as 
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their grandparents were alive, however, the children used Itelmen as a language of 

communication; once the elders were gone, the language started to vanish as well. 

Nowadays, the value of grandparents is of crucial importance for the future of 

the Itelmen language. The remaining elders are the only link to the original Itelmen 

language. Without them, the Itelmen language will not be able to recover fully even if 

it is taught at schools and colleges. For Itelmen language revitalization, it is important 

to keep in mind various examples of intergenerational cooperation; one example of 

cooperation among elders, school, and youth occurred in Alaska through their joint 

effort to return the Yup’ik language to the arena as the first language of 

communication (Lipka, Mohat, and Cuilstet group 1998; Wyman 2012; Alexie, 

Alexie, and Marlow n.d.). Indeed, elders are the most reliable reference today for 

Itelmens, and, similar to the Yup’ik area, in Kamchatka the elderly generation is 

willing to take action in language revitalization with some help from the outside. The 

Gathering of Itelmens is a bright example of such an effort. The elders managed to 

absorb the best from both worlds. From the interviews, it is possible to recognize a 

strong sense of longing for the “real” Itelmen life; furthermore, despite all the 

persecutions that they experienced in their childhood, they were never ashamed of 

being Itelmen or of remaining strong Itelmen persons.  

В.И.: Я никого не стеснялась.  
Vera Pravdoshina: I  am not ashamed of anyone. 
 
А чего стесняться, если я сама ительменка.  
Why should I be ashamed  if I myself am Itelmen. 
 
Я на этом выросла. Чего мне стесняться?  
I grew up with this [culture]. Why should I be ashamed? 
 
Я очень часто выхожу, пою на ительменском.  
Quite often I go to the stage and sing in Itelmen. 
 
 
Я всегда пела.  
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I always sang. 
 
The Itelmen knowledge holders touch upon the topic of repressions in the 

Soviet Union and a sense of fear is apparent in those stories. By the  1970s, people 

were afraid to speak any language. Even if the children were not punished at schools, 

everyone knew of Stalin repressions. Almost every family in Kamchatka has someone 

who was repressed. Speaking their native language might have been considered a 

reason to accuse a native person of being a foreign spy or a betrayer of the 

Motherland. It was safer for all peoples of the USSR to speak Russian. All parents 

wanted the best future for their children; therefore, it was safer for many families to 

choose Russian as the main language of communication.  

The interviewees illustrate that, having had negative experiences at school, the 

contemporary speakers of the Itelmen wanted their children to achieve success in their 

studies and have high achievements within the Soviet society and, therefore, they 

taught their children Russian. They understood the importance of Itelmen, but they 

did not know what to do so that the children would be successful in Russian and in 

Itelmen at the same time. Quite understandably, they did not want their children to 

experience the mocking and laughing of people. They wanted to protect them from 

the rudeness of the big world; they wanted them be a part of the Soviet Nation. 

Children, however, did not understand why they needed Russian over Itelmen when 

everybody in the village and their closest relatives were speaking Itelmen.  

Stories shared by the knowledge holders confirm that the period from the 

1940s through the1960s was painful for Itelmen speakers. Those were the years when 

the major language shift occurred. It reached a point at which it had become almost 

impossible to reverse (Fishman 1991) and bring the language back to a level of every 

day fluency. For most of the interviewed speakers, the language loss started from 
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school and was furthered by relocations and mixed marriages. Depending on the age 

of the speakers, the current level of fluency in Itelmen is significantly decreased. 

These interviews show that the shift of the Itelmen language towards Russian during 

the Soviet Union era occurred not even within a generation, but within five to ten 

years. Those years proved to be crucial for the vitality of the language. Indeed, a 

totalitarian Soviet system of education is a unique example, which portrays how, in a 

short period of time, the system managed to achieve high level of formal literacy 

throughout the USSR but, at the same time, almost completely eliminated the 

indigenous Itelmen language fluency.   

Similar patterns are apparent in many other communities; for instance, in her 

review on the youth culture among Yupik, Leisy Wyman (2012) discusses dramatic 

changes that came about between two cohorts of youth only five years apart from one 

another. In their case, five to ten years made a big difference in how much people 

were struggling to keep Yup’ik alive in their homes. At the same time, we need to 

remember movements like the Hawaiian and Maori language programs (King 2008; 

Warner and No’eau 2008; Wilson and Kamana 2008), which have shown much 

progress in rebuilding language communities and reversing language shifts over ten-

year periods.  

The Soviet Union era interfered in the lives of indigenous languages. 

Ironically, however, at the same time, the government strongly supported academic 

research into the culture and language of indigenous peoples throughout Russia. A 

Description of the Itelmen Language (Volodin 1976) and several ethnographies of 

Itelmens were published as an outcome of this scholarly focus. One school started to 

offer Itelmen language as a subject and some colleges stated offering courses in 

teaching of native languages. Nevertheless, during the era of the Soviet Union, the 
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Itelmen language became and continues to be primarily the object of academia. The 

language itself became alien to many Itelmens, and the “deficit thinking” ideology is 

still blossoming in Russia. This ideology is grounded in the idea of the intellectual 

supremacy of the “rich” and the destructive way of life of the “poor” and its negative 

influence on the intellectual development of society. By the “poor,” deficit thinkers 

identify those who live traditional lifestyles and lifestyles that are different from 

mainstream middle-class capitalist society (Foley 1997). In case of the United States, 

according to this theoretical framework, African Americans, immigrants, indigenous 

people’s communities, and those who do not speak Standard English well and do not 

share standard American values are considered impoverished and inferior to 

mainstream working-class people (Foley 1997). In such a framework, populations 

considered deficient are “fixed” through formal education that teaches them to share 

the same values as white middle-class society, and their traditional beliefs and 

lifestyles are described as destructive or inferior, leading them to abandon their 

ancestral habits.   

Deficit thinking that aims to “improve” the life of “poor” pagans by means of 

education is and has been quite evident among the rulers of the Russian Empire, later 

the Soviet Union, and now the Russian Federation. The framework of deficit thinkers 

is rather resilient in  Russia and is based on ideas of standardization that imply “a 

uniform and consistent norm” (Haugen 1998, 70). Many examples of deficit thinking 

in the Soviet Union are described in the interviews, and many still occur today.  

Formal education is associated with literacy, which  in Russia is commonly 

known as the fight against illiteracy. Garrett and Baquedano-Lopez (2002, 351) insist 

that “literacy practices are never neutral; rather, they are political acts and are 

invariably tied to larger sociohistorical processes that have bearing on ongoing social 
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relations.” The Russian government truly earned their name of deficit thinkers. This 

study shows the influence of deficit thinking on traditional Itelmen culture and 

language. It also demonstrates how the deficit thinking of officials goes beyond 

policy-making and into mainstream society by provoking discrimination against 

indigenous peoples. Such discrimination, however, is destructive for the society and 

the system in general and limits the worldview of mainstream society and their ability 

to be open to the innovations that come other cultures.  

While by 1945 deficit thinkers, or at least academics in the U.S., understood 

the failure of this framework (Foley 1997), deficit thinking in the Soviet Union started 

to evolve in the 1940s and continues to develop in Russia, gaining its own regional 

characteristics in trials to diminish languages of minority groups. Contemporary 

policy makers and some Russian academics need to look outside of the prism of 

standardization and start following the language socialization theorists (Garrett and 

Baquedano-Lopez 2002) in order to improve the system of education in Russia. They 

need to understand that indigenous languages are not threatening to set back the 

literacy level of the Russian citizens. On the contrary, openness to and deeper 

knowledge of indigenous languages and cultures in this truly multicultural country 

will expand Russians’ opportunities for developing and achieving higher educational 

and professional success.   
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CHAPTER 3:  

ITELMEN LANGUAGE AT THE END OF THE 20TH –  

BEGINNING OF THE 21ST CENTURIES 

 

“Tkhsanom” Means “Dawn” 

Revitalization Movement 

A strong cultural revitalization movement occurred throughout the Soviet 

North at the end of the 1980s. While the country was transforming from totalitarian 

dictatorship to liberal democracy, indigenous intelligentsia united in order to stand for 

the rights of indigenous peoples in. In 1990, an indigenous NGO named Russian 

Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East (RAIPON) 

was established in Moscow with branch organizations in all of the Northern regions. 

It still remains active and has the main aim “to improve social and economic issues in 

relation to the environment protection, development of culture and education” 

(http://www.raipon.info). Since the 1990s, indigenous peoples of Russia have been 

active participants at state and international meetings, protecting their rights to 

languages and cultures, ancestral ground, natural resources for traditional subsistence 

activities, s, and much more.   

At the same time, in Kamchatka, Itelmens have been proactive as well. With 

the relaxation of totalitarian regime,many indigenous peoples of the Russian North 

Itelmen intelligentsia became vocal and visible in voicing the urgent needs of their 

nations.  In 1989 Itelmens were the first in the Soviet Union to officially register as an 

indigenous non-governmental organization– the Council of Itelmens “Tkhsanom” 

(Itel. - dawn). Among the main goals of this organization were:  

…the returning of a disappearing nation its own features, the stirring 
up of the weak light of Itelmen culture; 



	 	 119 

… the organization of diversified production for revitalization of 
material culture of Itelmens and provision of involvement of the 
population in traditional economy; 
…language revitalization through teaching it in kindergarten, school, 
creation of living environment in the households and crafts, and mass 
media. (Murashko 2014:1)  
 
Itelmen scholar Klavdia N. Khaloimova headed the Council of Itelmens. 

Klavdia N. was active in language revitalization in Kovran since the 1970s. She 

remembers:  

In the early the 1970s people began again to study Itelmen language in 
schools. This began as a small club for the study of the culture and 
lifestyle of the people. Students from the Kovran school have 
undertaken with great enthusiasm the collection of cultural objects and 
their names, as well as customs, signs (primety), and tales (skazki). 
The children themselves made objects based on the descriptions 
provided by elders and informants. (Khaloimova 1998:182) 
 
In the 1980s, Khaloimova elevated the teaching of Itelmen from the level of 

club meetings to the level of official lessons at school, “which meant that it was 

involved in formulating the daily lesson-plans at school” (1998, 182). Being a fluent 

speaker of Itelmen from Sopochnoe village and having a teaching degree, in 1987 

Klavdia N. was the first to teach the Itelmen language in Kovran School where she 

developed the Itelmen writing system based on Cyrillic, “which was approved on 

May 6th, 1985 by the Kamchatka Oblast Committee of Representatives and published 

in 1988”(1998, 184). Khaloimova herself identified this event as the one that “marks 

the beginning of the emergence of literacy in the Itelmen language among the Itelmen 

people”(1998, 184). To the 33 Russian letters Klavdia N. with Volodin added 13 

special characters for Itelmen sounds.  

K’   Ӄ   Ӄ’   Љ   Ԓ   Њ   Ӈ   П’   Т’   Ӽ    Ч’   Ə   ’ 

k’   q    q’    lj    ɬ    nj    ŋ    p’    t’   χ    c’   ǝ     ʔ 

A fluent Itelmen speaker and the developer of Itelmen writing system, 

Khaloimova likes those special sounds. All of her language plans, methodological 
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guidelines, primers, textbooks, and other publications (over 60 publications) have 

sections on the pronunciation of these specific Itelmen sounds that the Russian 

language does not have. For each sound, Khaloimova created an explanation 

pronunciation so that language learners could understand how to produce correct 

sounds. For example, for [q], an explanation is the following: when you pronounce it 

imagine that you have a piece of grass or a leaf stuck in your throat and you are trying 

to get rid of it; sound [χ] : “when you pronounce it you produce a sound as if you are 

snoring” (Khaloimova 2010, 8). Khaloimova places correct pronunciation of Itelmen 

sounds as the main basis in mastering the Itelmen language.  

Klavdia N. viewed school as the main force for language revitalization. 

Khaloimova describes when Itelmen language lessons started to be conducted at 

school:  

The nature of the work changed: we began to invite grandmothers and 
grandfathers to the lessons, and to evening presentations. We 
conducted an interesting evening event in the village House of Culture, 
which brought a standing-room-only crowd. We put on plays in 
Itelmen, sang, danced and conversed about religious beliefs. The 
people were very interested in all of this, and the village’s native 
speakers became agitated.(Khaloimova 1998, 182)  
 
As she was teaching and developing her methodology for Itelmen at school 

Klavdia N. realized that there was a need for teaching Itelmen in the kindergarten as 

well. Khaloimova believed that children needed Itelmen language background to go 

to the Itelmen classroom at school. Therefore, she developed methodological 

recommendations that specifically provided guidance for teaching Itelmen to 

preschoolers. Methodological recommendations that Khaloimova developed for 

kindergarten are based on the idea that children learn language in an unconstrained 

environment through songs, poems, and by conducting activities. This method 

resonates with Asher’s Total Physical Response (TPR) technique that is widely used 
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by the teachers of indigenous languages “based on the idea that the natural response 

to understanding a command is a physical response” (PearsonELT n.d.). TPR implies 

that language is learned through physical actions and this is what Khaloimova 

suggested in her methodological guidelines as well. While in the kindergarten Klavdia 

N. suggests that children learn only through doing and experiencing the language, for 

the school level she adds reading and writing as major components of formal 

education.     

For Klavdia N., language revitalization was the main course of her work as an 

indigenous scholar and an Itelmen leader. Another one of her major contributions in 

the development of Itelmen was the publication of Cyrillic based Itelmen-Russian, 

Russian-Itelmen dictionary in 1989 together with the Russian linguist Volodin. This 

dictionary illustrates how Soviet realities influenced the Itelmen language. Together 

with authentic Itelmen words, the dictionary is abundant in the Soviet words like 

‘oktyabryonok’, ‘partiya’ (Party), and ‘vibora’n’ (elections). It also has many 

borrowings from Russian that describe the work of kolkhozi (collective farm 

enterprises), studying at school or going shopping. Since Itelmen was forbidden for 

fifty years, it did not have a chance to develop together with the people and its 

vocabulary be transformed to the Soviet realities, therefore, all it did was borrow the 

words from Russian rather than create new words that would explain the kolkhoz life 

in an Itelmen village. Nevertheless, those borrowed words received grammatical 

features and phonetic characteristics of the Itelmen language. 

In addition to language revitalization, Council of Itelmens “Tkhsanom” 

strongly supported the revitalization of material and non-material heritage, which was 

long forgotten but could be recreated with the efforts of all Itelmens. Klavdia N. 

initiated the establishment of the museum of Itelmens in Kovran School. Itelmens 
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throughout the Itelmen lands donated many objects of Itelmen material culture to this 

museum. This small space has a large collection of historical photographs and 

archeological artifacts donated by the Russian archeologist Krenke, who conducted 

his archeological excavations along the Kovran River in the 1990s. The contemporary 

Kovran School continues the work of Klavdia N. in keeping the museum, adding 

collections, and organizing educational events.   

The Power of Itelmen Dance 

One of the main initiatives of Tkhsanom was the support of the Itelmen dance 

group “Elvel”, which is now the main keeper and developer of non-material Itelmen 

heritage. During the 1970s after the relocations, talented individuals from all over the 

Itelmen country who ended up moving to Kovran organized an Itelmen dance group 

called “Elvel”. Initially, it was a group of volunteers who would meet in the 

community house to dance and sing. In those times Kovran was home for many 

language speakers, knowledge holders, singers, and self-taught musicians. As a result 

of those gatherings and with help of Itelmen choreographer Boris A. Zhirkov and 

knowledge keeper Tatiana E. Gutorova, Kovran dancers staged a ballet named 

“Elvel”.  Elvel is a name of a mountain that is located not far from the village of 

Kovran. A beautiful legend is associated with this mountain about a girl named Elvel 

and two brothers who loved her. As a result of their love, the shaman turned Elvel 

into the mountain and the two brothers into two rivers surrounding it. Gutorova, who 

was a fluent speaker of Itelmen, heard this legend from her mother. She wrote the 

scenes and, with other Itelmens, remembered ancient Itelmen songs and melodies to 

go with the dance. This ballet initiated the school of Itelmen dance. With the 

influence from the Russian classic ballet school, which trained Itelmen choreographer 



	 	 123 

Boris A. Zhirkov brought to Kovran, Itelmens transformed traditional Itelmen dance 

into a stage performance.  

As the dance group was developing it earned its place in a state budget and 

now it has a title of a Municipal State Establishment. Dancers receive monthly 

salaries;  and there is an Executive Head, an Artistic Director, and a Music Director. 

Elvel now is a State organization, which represents Itelmen culture at various 

festivals, conferences, and exhibitions. During the Winter Olympics of 2014 in Sochi, 

Elvel dance group participated in the cultural program. But most importantly, Elvel 

currently is the main space that keeps, develops, and produces Itelmen knowledge. 

This organization does not require special education, but brings Itelmen culture to 

wide audiences.  

My grandmother calls Elvel “a mirror of an Itelmen soul”. Indeed, once you 

get acquainted with this dance group, dive into the atmosphere of Elvel, you fall in 

love with this unique culture and miss it when it is not around. In spring 2015, Elvel 

celebrated its 45th anniversary. As mentioned in the introduction, I was the head of the 

Community House at that time, therefore, I had to organize this event. While 

preparing this celebration I interviewed Kovran elders about their memories 

connected with Elvel; I also interviewed young dancers about what Elvel means to 

them. The most common answer was: “Elvel is everything for Itelmens”, “I cannot 

imagine Itelmen people without Elvel”, and “Kovran would be different without 

Elvel”. During this brief investigation I also found out that almost every citizen of 

Kovran village participated in Elvel dance group at some point in their lives. Children 

start to dance in kindergarten, then continue at school, and many end up staying in 

Kovran to work in Elvel. Indeed, Elvel is the heart and soul of contemporary 

Itelmens.  
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It would be incorrect to say that all Elvel is doing is simply dancing. Those 

people are not just dancers. They are artists and knowledge holders who bring Itelmen 

language, dance, and crafts together to exhibit on stage. It is through Elvel where one 

can hear Itelmen language used the most nowadays. This speech is not fluent, but the 

dancers enjoy take their chance to use words and some expressions mixed with 

Russian, learn the native songs, and learn traditional ceremonies and rituals. One of 

the main achievements in later years was that Itelmen dancers revived the forgotten 

art of sawing with salmon skins and basket weaving with sea grass. The Music and 

Art Director of this dance group is Anatoli N. Levkovski, the middle-aged Itelmen 

knowledge-holder whose life history was discussed in the second chapter of this 

dissertation. He is a self-taught musician and a famous Itelmen song composer. 

Anatoli is the main source of knowledge and provides expertise for young dancers on 

Itelmen language and traditions.  

All of the described activities started in the 1980s. The years 1988-1989 was 

especially prominent, because many important events took place during that year that 

echo in the lives of contemporary Itelmens:  

♦ The First Regional Conference on Itelmen Culture; 

♦ Organization of National Village Council with the recognition of Territories of 

Traditional Land Use; 

♦ Preparation of the First constituent conference of the Council of Revitalization 

of Itelmen Culture “Tkhsanom”; 

♦ Celebration of the First Itelmen Festival “Alkhalalalai” (Zaporotski 2004, 94). 

 Indeed this year was abundant in the activities conducted by the newly 

educated Itelmen intelligentsia. As Itelmen leader and the current President of 

Tkhsanom Oleg, Zaporotski recalls:  
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This was a very interesting period in the history of Kovran, Itelmens 
and the entire Russia. It was the time of an unusual activity of the 
population, time of belief in the idea that democratic changes will 
bring only good into our life.(Zaporotski 2004:94) 
 
Itelmen Festival “Alkhalalalai” is one of the main creations of Elvel headed by 

Boris A. Zhirkov and the Council of Itelmens. This ancient celebration was revived 

based on the accounts of the first researchers of Kamchatka from the 1700s, 

Krasheninnikov (1949) and Steller (2003), who wrote down detailed descriptions of 

this important traditional festival of Itelmens. The meaning of Alkhalalalai is to pay 

tribute to nature for all its gifts that it generously shared with Itelmens throughout the 

harvesting season, and purification from sins. Due to Christianity and then 

Sovietization, Itelmens stopped celebrating this festival for a long period of time but, 

in 1989, they revived the tradition. Boris Zhirkov staged the ritual part of the 

celebration into a theatrical performance. The idea of the ceremony is to purify the 

dwelling and yourself from the evil spirits and sins of the past year. It is usually 

performed by the dancers, but villagers are welcome to participate as well. The ritual 

ends with a purifying ceremony in which everyone is encouraged to participate. The 

celebration continues with Itelmen contests in best fish cutter, housewife, face maker, 

Itelmen singing, and other specific Itelmen skills. The culmination of the celebration 

is a dance marathon in Kovran that lasts five hours. The participants have to dance in 

couples, in Itelmen style, and non-stop. Alkhalalalai celebration has become so 

popular that more and more people every year pilgrimage to Kovran in September in 

order to take part in it. Foreign and Russian tourists and academics, and Koryak and 

Even neighbors would walk 300 km, go by horses, by helicopters, or tank-like 

machines (vezdekhods) to pay tribute to nature together with Itelmens. In 2012, 

Alkhalalalai became an official state celebration of Kamchatski Krai.  
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Alkhalalalai became a major part of being Itelmen. Nowadays it is annually 

celebrated not only in Kovran, but also in an ethnic village of Pimchakh near 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. The traditional dance marathon in that area grew into the 

Championship on the Dance of Indigenous Peoples. The time of the Championship 

increases every year. In 2015 it lasted 16 hours and 40 minutes non-stop. For this 

event, the Governor of Kamchatski Krai established special awards fund for  1st 

through 3rd places. The urban Alkhalalalai is organized by those who grew up in 

Kovran and lived there for some time dancing with Elvel, but for various reasons 

moved to Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. While, in Kovran, Alkhalalalai is organized for 

the purposes of cultural revitalization and development of Itelmen culture, in the 

urban setting it receives the meaning of popularization of Itelmen culture.27 The main 

idea of the urban Alkhalalalai is to make Itelmens visible and Itelmen culture more 

understandable to the wider masses of Kamchatka. These days it attracts journalists, 

indigenous artists and leaders from all over Russia. In Kovran, however, this 

celebration remains more domestic and natural, less popularized, and a family-like 

festival.  

Elvel has always been a major participant of Alkhalalalai celebration. In 

September 2015, for the first time, Alkhalalalais were celebrated in four locations: the 

ethnic village of Pimchakh, Kamchadal settlement of Milkovo, Tigil, and Kovran 

villages. In all four locations, Elvel dancers were the main organizers. Itelmen 

descendants who live in different villages want Alkhalalalai celebrated in their 

settlements. It helps them reconnect with their ancestors and learn more about Itelmen 

culture. Contemporary Alkhalalalai is, at the same time, a show for the outsiders and a 

																																																								
27 I personally do not appreciate the wide use of the word “popularization” in the context of Itelmen 
culture since it introduces a sense of the cultural event being a commodity and a show for the outsiders. 
In case of popularization. an event turns into entertainment for tourists and loses its spiritual 
component.  
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ground for having a spiritual union for Itelmens. This celebration supports the 

development of a strong Itelmen identity, which is crucially important in the context 

of language revitalization. Without being proud of who they are, an indigenous person 

will not be interested in learning the ancestral language. Having organized the first 

Alkhalalalai celebration in 1989, Itelmens openly stated that they are a unique, 

ancient culture that still exists and lives on their ancestral lands. It helps many Itelmen 

youth overcome shyness in being Itelmen and opens the door to the wonderful world 

of their non-material heritage.  

Alkhalalalai makes Itelmen culture--its diverse aspects such as language, 

traditional subsistence activities, dance, and crafts-- prestigious. And as we know 

from Grenoble and Whaley (2006), Dorian (2005), and others, language being 

prestigious gives it more chances to survive. Grenoble and Whaley explain that “The 

attitudes of the larger, more dominant population are critical in language revitalization 

efforts” (2006, 30). Itelmen language and culture, as well as other cultures of 

Kamchatka, have been associated with low-prestige people for so many years that we 

have become shy in recognizing our identities. Dorian explains: “If people who speak 

a language have power and prestige, the language they speak will enjoy high prestige 

as well. If people who speak a language have little power and low prestige, their 

language is unlikely to be well thought of” (1999, 3) Alkhalalalai and Itelmen dance 

help the people overcome this feeling and gain inner strength. After this celebration 

became famous throughout Kamchatka, people of other nationalities started to 

strengthen their own indigenous celebrations, such as the meeting of the New Year 

“Nurgenek” of the Even people or Koryak thanksgiving to nature “Khololo/Ololo” 

festivals.  
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Krvǝɬxatnom – a Place to Talk 

In adaptation to new realities, Itelmens continuously develop their traditional 

culture and introduce new initiatives. In the 1990s with support of foreign 

anthropologists, the Council of Itelmens started issuing an Itelmen newsletter named 

“Krvǝɬxatnom” (a place to talk). It serves as a space to share Itelmen news from all 

over Kamchatka. Itelmen activists voluntarily compile this quarterly newsletter. 

Sometimes it includes Itelmen language lessons. Unfortunately, there are fewer 

Itelmen intelligentsia growing up today who is willing to continue working on the 

initiatives that require investing much time in thinking up activities and developing 

content for this newsletter. Therefore, over the last few years, the issuing has been 

inconsistent. I myself worked on a couple of issues and now understand what an 

immense amount of time it requires. Not everybody is willing to spend this much time 

outside of their official work. The market place economy is taking over the lives of 

Itelmens. Even if someone is willing to help, there is usually very little or no time for 

volunteer work of this kind in Kovran.  

Yet, the newsletter can be a good platform for developing Itelmen language 

and educating about Itelmen culture. It usually includes information about Itelmen 

elders, their lives, their memories, descriptions of historic events of Itelmens, 

developments of contemporary life of Itelmens, etc. This newsletter is recognized and 

respected by the Itelmens and even outside the community. In recent years the 

government of Kamchatski Krai has started a discussion about the possibility of 

supporting village newsletters and their development in Kamchatkan regions. Such 

newsletters are another way to remind the government and others about our presence, 

our needs, and our achievements.  
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 The newsletter might be a strong support for language revitalization as well if 

the language pages is strengthened in the content. If language pages are included into 

the newsletters more frequently the readers will be reminded of their ancestry and the 

language. To have a productive educational effect, the preparation of such a language 

page will take much thought and time. We do not want the reader get overwhelmed 

by the page of pure Itelmen text, rather it should be a brief language lesson that is 

constructed in a way that the reader can easily absorb and remember. Such newsletter 

lessons should be consistent. To offer better motivation, these lessons should include 

some small competitions, such as, crosswords of the issue, quizzes, and other puzzles. 

Kovran citizens love to solve these kinds of puzzles in Russian journals, and there is a 

high chance of such activity being popular in Itelmen as well if it is not too 

complicated.    

Itelmen language page in the newsletter might be a good support for Itelmen 

language teachers. There is not much educational information published outside of 

formal standard textbooks. The  newsletter format implies some new information, the 

information that has not been published before or that has a different angle, therefore, 

it can easily enrich the methodological repository of the Itelmen language teacher.  	

Look into the Future 

The cultural life of Itelmens continues to develop and get enriched with new 

celebrations. In 2012, for example, Tkhsanom and Elvel revived another Itelmen 

celebration, “The Ritual of the Opening of Kovran River from Ice”. This celebration 

is also called “Kavral” or the “Day of Smelt”. Celebrated in late spring or early 

summer, Itelmens pay tribute to the river and its gifts. It is the time when the first fish 

comes into the river--the time of big smelt runs and early salmon.  
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An indigenous celebration is an ideal platform for organizing events related to 

Itelmen language. In spring 2015 as a part of the Smelt celebration, we organized a 

contest of crosswords related to smelt. The participants had to create their own 

crosswords where the answers were Itelmen words related to fish species and fishing 

traditions of Itelmens. Schoolchildren as wells as several families participated in this 

competition. Young mothers noticed that they had learned much fulfilling this task 

and they did not regret the time spent with their children on creating the crossword in 

Itelmen.    

In 2014 the Council of Itelmens “Tkhsanom” celebrated its 25th anniversary. 

Due to the efforts of several Itelmen leaders in this time, the Itelmen nation achieved 

Itelmen language lessons at school and in the kindergarten; the Itelmen dance group 

“Elvel”; the Kamchatkan Regional traditional celebration “Alkhalalalai”; the 

Championship on the Dance of Indigenous Peoples; the Day of Smelt; the Itelmen 

newsletter; and many more initiatives which are not described in this section. These 

activities did not reverse the shift in the language, rather they reversed the shift in the 

minds of Itelmens from being an oppressed indigenous group to a strong people with 

strong identity. These people are willing to learn the language and they are looking 

for effective methods to achieve that goal in contemporary realities where we have 

few fluent speakers with no daily language situations to immerse into, and where the 

population is dispersed.   

Indigenous Languages and the Grand Social Change  

in Post-Soviet Russia 

How did the government react to such the activity of Itelmens that started in 

the 1980s? How did it behave in the context of grand social change of the regimes, 

political courses, and ideology? Did freedom that arrived with democracy bring its 
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fruitful results to indigenous populations in the context of Russian realities? These are 

questions I will try to cover in the following section.  

With the fall of the Soviet Union the population of the entire country suffered 

tremendous social changes. One country split into fifteen countries where the 

movement against only-Russian language use took place. In Russia itself, freedom 

came to replace the era of forced silence. People became vocal about the problems 

that their languages were facing. It was the time of hope for the future and more 

successful development of the government and its peoples.  

However, the fall of the Soviet Union and transformation to the new system 

during Perestroika brought the country to severe economic crisis. All citizens of 

Russia experienced deficit in food supplies and material goods. People are still 

recovering from that period which increased the alcohol and death rates. While 

indigenous intelligentsia activists had an opportunity to openly advocate for the 

recognition and advancement of the rights of indigenous peoples, indigenous 

communities in the rural areas were more concerned with the problem of survival in 

the new market-based economy. The collective farming system was destroyed, as was 

the main source of income. Those who had jobs experienced long delays in salaries. 

While during the Soviet Union the government provided its citizens with the material 

goods, now people were left to themselves. Indigenous peoples started going back to 

traditional subsistence activities, reviving many of them in their memories after a 

period of communal work in kolkhozes. For many, an economic crisis was the reason 

to push forward the development of traditional knowledge.  

This transformation did not help indigenous languages much. A Russian 

sociolinguist Alpatov explains:  

Language situation in contemporary Russia is most likely identified 
not by unconscious language policy, which has much weakened in 
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comparison with the Soviet period, but by the elemental market 
processes. (n.d.:1)      
 

The Soviet Union invested serious amount of funding into the publication of 

books, newspapers, and journals on the languages of indigenous peoples, into 

translation of literary pieces. In the market place, Russian realities became 

unprofitable. Economic profit became a priori to the publishing companies, which are 

not run by the government any more. Therefore. if there is a publication in the 

indigenous language or related to indigenous peoples it is most likely initiated by the 

indigenous peoples or dedicated researchers, rather than the government, unless it is a 

textbook for school. Alpatov stresses that indigenous languages of the Far East “after 

a short period of hope and illusions in the end of 1980s – early 1990s” appeared to be 

worse off than they were before (n.d., 2). In the 1990s some successes were achieved 

in the area of elementary middle school education, which was and is controlled by the 

government (Alpatov n.d.). Indigenous languages were introduced into the school 

curriculums and, as we see from the Itelmen example described above, even very 

small languages that were not recognized as viable languages were given the right to 

be taught at schools. However, outside of school these languages do not develop 

much and there are not opportunities to be used in wider settings. Therefore, the 

question of effective language revitalization remains vital.  

By the mid-990s, the Russian language was reconfirmed as the State official 

language and it was required to be mastered by all the citizens of Russia. Over the last 

decade, propaganda of the Russian language and traditions as unifying forces of a 

multinational Russia has increased. While contemporary Russian federal laws 

recognize the rights of indigenous languages andthe ruthless assimilation policies 

towards indigenous languages are no longer in place the assimilation has not stopped. 
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Using Skutnab-Kungas explanation Alpatov clarifies that “the independent value of 

mother tongues is still not recognized. In the best case scenario they play a role of an 

instrument that allows in a limited way to master the dominant language” (Alpatov 

2013, 20). Currently, there is no need for straight assimilation policy measures since 

most of the indigenous population of Russia mastered Russian as their first language 

and now struggle to master their heritage languages, many of which have only a few 

fluent speakers. So now the Russian government has a chance to rehabilitate itself in 

improving its policies in regards to indigenous languages by transforming from an 

entity that destroys indigenous cultures into the agency that invests its energy into 

revitalization and preservation of them.28  

Government representatives often state that it is important to maintain the 

multicultural diversity of Russia. Indeed, it is a challenging task for such a vast 

country that is home for more than 160 ethnic groups. However, those policies deliver 

a sense that no matter how beautiful and rich the ethnic culture is, Russian culture, 

language, and religion are more important and prestigious, therefore, preservation 

requires more investment and dedication from all the citizens of the Russian 

Federation, no matter which ethnic group they belong to.   

In 2010, I participated in the Parliament Hearings of the State Duma on 

“Language Diversity of the Russian Federation: Problems and Perspectives” in which 

they emphasized the following:  

The goal of contemporary State National policy in the Russian 
Federation lies in strengthening spiritual consolidation of a 
multinational nation of Russia into a unified civil nation which 
maintains ethno-cultural and linguistic diversity. (Komitet po Delam 
Natsionalnostey et al. 2010)  
 

																																																								
28 I am using the word “preservation” in this context because it is often seen in the State programs, 
initiatives, and documents. Nevertheless, I believe that this word is not applicable to the indigenous 
cultures and languages since those are entities that were born to live and develop, not to be preserved in 
the archives and museums.   



	 	 134 

This goal is reminiscent of the slogans of the Soviet policies. Russia again is 

working on building one consolidated nation in which people share same values, 

language, and culture. For the state, such policies are a safeguard measure in keeping 

the unity of the country and protect its federative independence. For indigenous 

peoples of the North, policies of contemporary democratic Russia do not introduce 

enough support for effective and productive sustainable development.  

It is important to clarify that, in this context, Russian legislation provides the 

term Small-numbered Indigenous Peoples. The Federal Law “On the Guaranty of the 

Rights of Indigenous Small-numbered Peoples of the Russian Federation” indicates 

that these are peoples living on the territories of traditional settlements of their 

ancestors, practicing traditional lifestyles, maintaining traditional households and 

activities, have the total population of less than 50,000 people, and identify 

themselves as independent ethnic communities. A unified list of indigenous peoples is 

asserted by the Government of the Russian Federation according to the applications 

from the regional governments. There are 48 federally recognized Small-numbered 

Indigenous Peoples. Out of these 48 Peoples, 41 are Indigenous Peoples of the North, 

Siberia, and the Far East. Traditionally, these groups lived and live on 60% of the 

contemporary Russian territory, including Russian Arctic, Subarctic, Siberia, and the 

Far East.  

According to the All-State Census of 2002, the total population of Indigenous 

Peoples of the North was 252,222 people who lived in 28 subjects of the Russian 

Federation (Arefiev 2014, 62) This status provides certain minor privileges in access 

to natural resources, traditional subsistence activities, health care, and education. 

These regulations sometimes create conflictive situations between local populations 

that are not indigenous peoples, but who have lived in the indigenous village for a 
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long time and indigenous people. The local population feels deprived in their rights to 

natural resources. In Kamchatka, it would be allowance to fish salmon for example, 

when indigenous peoples are allowed to officially catch certain amount of salmon 

while local population does not have the right to fish in order to provide for their 

families.	

Indigenous Language Related Legislation 

In terms of legislation in relation to the languages of indigenous peoples of the 

North, Siberia, and the Far East, the following acts regulate language policy in the 

Russian Federation: “Constitution of the Russian Federation, Constitution of the 

Subjects of the Russian Federation, Law on Education (1992/1996/2002), Law “On 

Guarantees of the Rights of Indigenous Small-Numbered Peoples of RF” (1999), Law 

“On the Languages of the Peoples of RFSFR” (1991/1998), Conception of National 

Educational Policy of the Russian Federation and a number of other documents” 

(Lekhanova 2008). The Constitution of the Russian Federation was adopted in 1993 

by the All-State referendum. Article 68 Part 1 identifies Russian as the State language 

of the Russian Federation on all its territory. Part 2 of the same article grants the right 

to the Republics in Russia to identify their own state languages. Finally, Part 3 of 

Article 68 guarantees all nations the right to preserve their native languages, and 

create environments to learn and develop them. In addition, Article 69 guarantees the 

rights of indigenous peoples in compliance with international laws and agreements of 

the Russian Federation.  

The rights of indigenous languages, granted in the Constitution, are supported 

by the Law on the Languages of the Peoples the RSFSR (1991/1998), according to 

which every citizen of Russia has free choice of the language of communication, 

upbringing, and education. The Republics of the Russian Federation have the right to 
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develop their own legislation in order to clarify the “functional correlation between 

the Sate language of the Russian Federation and State languages of the Republics” 

(Arefiev 2014:63).  

The law, “On National-Cultural Autonomy” (1996), repeats the regulations 

described above and lays out the provisions for the social, economic, and legislative 

support of the languages of Russia. This law provides measures that should be 

implemented to support preservation and development of the languages of the Russian 

Federation by the governments of the subjects of the Federation. Regional 

governments should provide the realization of State policies and support of national-

cultural autonomies in the development of indigenous languages. The federal 

government can support publication of books, periodicals, mass media, TV, or radio- 

broadcast in indigenous languages between the regions or between Russia and other 

states. The law  grants the national-cultural autonomies the right to choose the 

language of education and upbringing in “the frames of the possibilities offered by the 

system of education in compliance with the legislation of the Russian Federation and 

the legislation of the Subjects of the Russian Federation” (Arefiev 2014, 65). In the 

choice of the language education national-cultural autonomies have the right to:  

• establish non-governmental educational establishments and other educational 

groups/clubs that offer education in indigenous languages at the preschool, 

elementary, secondary and higher levels of education; 

• participate in the development of educational programs and federal 

educational standards; 

• organize the training and retraining of educational and other related personal 

of non governmental organizations; 
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• publish textbooks, methodical literature and other educational literature related 

to the development of indigenous languages; 

• set agreements with non-governmental organizations which are outside the 

Russian Federation on creating the possibilities for the development of the languages; 

• other. (Arefiev 2014, 67) 

This law strengthens the role of non-governmental educational organizations 

in language development. Non-governmental organizations often demonstrate 

innovative approaches to solving challenging problems. Perhaps this is a good 

initiative, however, there is a sense that the major work on language revitalization is 

forwarded from the shoulders of the government to the civil society.  Experience 

shows that the government, in its efforts, to provide and support the rights of 

indigenous languages often does not go beyond school. The government is willing to 

offer language classes in the formal classroom setting, publish textbooks, and 

organize TV and radio broadcasts, but in case of severely endangered languages, this 

is not enough. All the initiatives of the non-governmental organizations on language 

revitalization are welcomed, but only as long as they provide the Russian language 

education as the main language of the State.  The Federal Law on Education also 

grants the right to have the education in the languages of the Russian Federation, but, 

again, as long as it is “in the sphere of the possibilities offered by the system of 

education” (Arefiev 2014, 68).  

During the 2000s, six national autonomies were liquidated in Russia. National 

autonomies were created during the Soviet Union based on the ethnic features. 

Koryak Autonomous Okrug (National Autonomi), to which Itelmen villages related, 

was also liquidated. It was joined with the Kamchatskaya Oblast and now forms 

Kamchatski Krai. This means that all the decisions are made at Petropavlovsk-
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Kamchatski. There is a department on the Affairs of Koryak Okrug, but it is not 

autonomous any more, therefore, it cannot have independent legislative acts within 

the region.	

Indigenous Languages in the Formal Education 

Language maintenance is viewed by the government mostly through the 

system of education. Nevertheless, there is no special law on education of indigenous 

peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far East. Moreover, there is no longer a 

department on the indigenous peoples’ affairs. Indigenous peoples became a small 

portion of work for the Ministry of Culture when we talk about native arts and 

festivals, or part of the work of the Ministry of Education when we talk about 

languages, or the Ministry of Regional Development when we talk about socio-

economic development. This dispersion occurred through legislative acts and policies. 

Indigenous peoples are viewed not as separate, unique, or fragile cultures that deserve 

careful attention and thorough treatment, but as the cultures that form one united 

Russian nation.  

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter in the 1990s, the new legislative system 

started taking shape in Russia, this included the legislation in relation to education as 

well. The course of the development of the educational system reflected the 

modernization of the educational process. This included modernization of technology,  

school equipment, and school curriculums and programs. The major change that 

influenced the indigenous language and culture development at schools occurred in 

2007 with the adoption of the amendments to the Federal Law on Education. This law 

eliminated the national-regional component from the educational standards. 

Participants of the educational process can decide on certain components of the 

educational process. Before this educational reform, national-regional component 
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served to schools as a framework for teaching languages and history of the peoples of 

Russia; now schools do not have this framework and support. Those who participated 

in the production of this Law advocate that this regulation  

…opened a new period in the development of the educational policy in 
general, and in particular in solving problems on satisfying ethno 
linguistic educational needs, on relaxation of the appeared 
contradictions and creation of the conditions for the development of 
the educational establishment that teaches in or the mother tongs… 
New law eliminates the monopoly of regional executive power in the 
questions of managing the educational process at school with national-
regional component. Strengthening mechanisms of the civil society 
and state governance through the formation of the part of the main 
educational program by the participant of the educational process this 
Law extends the possibilities of each person in the choice of the means 
of getting education in the Russian language or in the mother tongue. 
(Artyomenko n.d.).  
 
In practice, the Law on Education does not seem that effective for indigenous 

language maintenance. Russia is a unique country in the area of legislation. It has 

developed laws that are aimed at helping society live better, but these laws do not 

work enough to support the whole society and, often, have an opposite effect. Most 

often “these legal provisions are not directly enforced and are not backed up by 

sufficient funding” (Zamyatin 2012, 24). Indigenous peoples are granted certain 

rights, but when it comes to the indigenous person claiming his right, there is often an 

obstacle on the way.  

In the case of native languages, the Law on Education allows indigenous 

language classes not as the part of the main compulsory curriculum, but as the portion 

of additional variable education that is aimed at broadening the general worldview. 

This seems like a good example of democracy. On the ground it means that parents 

have a choice whether they want their children to learn their heritage language or 

more “prestigious” computer sciences or English. Sometimes, the choice might be to 

have an indigenous language lesson at the end of the day or on Saturdays. So the time 
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given to indigenous languages and culture education is after the teaching of other 

classes. It is up to school to decide whether it even wants to offer an indigenous 

language in the school curriculum. In Kamchatka, I have seen examples when 

indigenous language classes were ceased after a non-indigenous teacher headed a 

rural school. I differentiate urban and rural schools, because I do not know of any 

school in the urban area in Kamchatka that offers indigenous language classes while, 

in the remote rural Kamchatkan villages, language classes are offered according to the 

ethnic majority of the population if there is a specialist who is able to teach the 

language of the area. Kovran School remains consistent in offering Itelmen as a 

subject mostly because the heads of this school were and are in support of the 

revitalization of the Itelmen language. It is rather obvious that one hour of the 

language lesson a week is not enough for effective language learning process, but in 

the frames of current high demanding State educational standards and requirements 

toward the other, “more important” subjects even one hour a week seems like an 

achievement.  

Regulations on schools with small numbers of students (malokomplektnie 

schools) -- which include most of rural schools in Kamchatka—complicate the 

situation. Such schools have to unite students from different grades into one and have 

them take classes together. For example, the two or three 5th grade students and one or 

two 7th grade students will have Geography lessons together. The first part of the class 

time is dedicated to the 5th grade and the second to the 7th grade educational levels. 

Such teaching method significantly affects the quality of education. This policy is 

implemented for economic purposes as it is inefficient to pay a teacher to instruct a 

class of only one or two students. All of these circumstances place the participants of 

the educational process-- teachers, directors of school, students, and parents-- in 
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challenging decision-making situations where they have to find balance between 

following the laws, the needs of the community, and the needs of the indigenous 

students who want to be viable and competitive members of contemporary Russian 

society. 	

Practical Solutions and Executive Authorities 

According to Zamyatin, “Typically, the solutions to many practical issues in 

Russia are not prescribed by laws, but are transferred to the executive authorities” 

(2012, 26). More advanced regions of Russia, which have greater numbers of 

indigenous people and stronger languages, such as Sakha (Yakutia), Khanti-

Mansiiskii Autonomous Okrug, Taimir, Buryatia, Altai, and others, developed their 

own legislation in relation to mother tongues. Unfortunately, Kamchatski Krai does 

not have a law on indigenous languages of the North. The discussion of the need for 

such laws started in 2008, but the adoption of such laws remains uncertain.  

In 2009, the Government of the Russian Federation adopted the “Conception 

of Sustainable Development of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far 

East”. The aim of this Conception is to “strengthen socio-economic potential, 

preservation of traditional environmental habitat, traditional lifestyle and cultural 

values based on the specific support of the State and mobilization of resources of 

those peoples in the interest of contemporary and future generations”(Arefiev 2014, 

76). As one of the goals, this Conception increases access to education with support 

of smaller schools and preschools, distance education, indigenous language learning, 

and publication of methodological literature to teaching indigenous languages. 

However, Conception does not mention the support of teaching in indigenous 

languages (2014:76). While this might not be a major issue for indigenous languages 

with a small number of speakers, this question remains crucial for language 
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sustainability for stronger languages that have a significant amount of fluent speakers. 

Conception does not recognize and support such effective methods of language 

development as language nests and language immersion curriculums.  

Each region of Russia responds differently to the developing legislation in 

relation to indigenous languages. While in Kamchatski Krai the discussion of the Law 

on Indigenous Languages is still developing, in 2014 Kamchatski Krai government 

adopted a “Complex of Measures on Preservation and Propagation of Traditional 

Culture, Securing of Traditional Subsistence Environment and Traditional Land Use 

of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East Living in Kamchatski 

Krai for 2014-2018” (Pravitelstvo Kamchatskogo Kraya 2015a). In September 2015, 

Part of this Complex was supplemented with an additional section named 

“Preservation and Development of Native Languages, Support and Development of 

Printed and Electronic Means of Mass Communication which are Spread in the 

Languages of Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East living in 

Kamchatskii Krai” (Pravitelstvo Kamchatskogo Kraya 2015c). This section requires 

that a number of various State Agencies, Ministries, Educational Establishments, and 

State Libraries conduct certain programs in relation to language development. The 

Complex suggests the following programs: 

1. Monitoring of the state and development of indigenous languages; 

2. Analysis of the legislative use practice on realization of language policy of the 

Russian Federation in relation to preservation, development and use of indigenous 

languages; 

3. Annual monitoring of teaching indigenous languages; 
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4. Creation of the platform to realization of research projects in the field of 

indigenous languages and culture based on the Kamchatka State Technical 

University; 

5. Organization of the annual regional competition of secondary educational 

establishments on teaching indigenous languages; 

6. Organization of the research conference “Preservation and Development of the 

Native Languages: Problems and the Ways Out”;  

7. Organization of the round table discussion conducted in the frames of a 

research conference “On the Native Languages of Indigenous Peoples of the North of 

Kamchatski Krai”; 

8.  Organization of the annual regional festival-contest of tales29 of indigenous 

peoples; 

9. Organization of the annual regional competition: “The Best Creative Work in 

the Native Language of  Indigenous Peoples of the North of Kamchatski Krai” with 

the following publication of the most interesting works; 

10. Organization of the indigenous language courses on the base of the 

Kamchatka State Library of Krasheninnikov; 

11. Organization of the Itelmen language courses on the base of the Informational-

educational center “In a United Family”; 

12.  Organization of the events on propaganda of native language and history 

among young people; 

																																																								
29 In the context of this festival, the words ‘tales’ or ‘skazki’ (in Russian) implies legends and 
traditional stories. The word ‘skazki’ has been widely used by the Soviet Ethnographers in their 
publications of the legends of indigenous peoples of Russia. It is my assumption that during the Soviet 
era the ancient legends were adopted to sound like fairytales and published as children books. In the 
Russian context, for the most part, the legends are not viewed as historic documents, but most likely 
equated to the tales and used to ‘popularize’ indigenous cultures. However, it would be incorrect to call 
Itelmen legends tales.  
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13. Organization of the events on propaganda of the works of famous Kamchatkan 

writers; 

14. Provision of support for broadcasting the newsfeed “Amto, Koryakia”; 

15. Provision of support for broadcasting news in indigenous languages on 

various Channels; 

16. Issuing an addition in the indigenous languages to the newspaper of the 

Koryak Region “Narodovlastie” (Sovereignty of the People); 

17. Provision of support for issuing the news paper “Aborigen Kamchatki” 

(Aboriginal of Kamchatka); 

18. Publication of methodological literature in the indigenous languages;  

19. Publication of the collection on the art of an Even folklorist K. Cherkanov; 

20. Publication of the collection “From the Interior of the Kamchatka Land” based 

on the folklore-ethnographic expedition to Olyutorski region. (Pravitelstvo 

Kamchatskogo Kraya 2015c) 

From this Plan of Work we see that in following the language policy of 

Russia, the Kamchatkan government is emphasizing the value of mass media, 

academic research investigations and discussions, publication of language and culture 

educational materials, and organization of the competitions related languages and 

cultural events. However, there is a feeling that a stem is missing in this program. Not 

many new initiatives are proposed in this Complex of measures. There is a long 

history of teaching indigenous languages and History of Kamchatka in rural schools 

and Palana Pedagogical College, publication of educational literature, issuing mass 

media products, and organization of cultural events. These measures are not 

represented strongly enough to effectively support the development of indigenous 

languages of Kamchatka. When we talk about language classes at school we are 
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talking about 40-45 minutes a week. Courses of Itelmen in Kamchatka Sate Library of 

Krasheninnikov and in Palana Pedagogical College imply only 1,5 hour a week and 

they are underfunded. The time is enough just to introduce the language to the 

learners and by no means it is enough for language revitalization and development.  

Broadcasting news in indigenous languages is a powerful tool. It helps the 

learner hear the language on a daily basis; it also helps the language develop to fit into 

the contemporary realities by creating new words to describe the objects and 

worldview of the western world. However, in Kamchatkan context, the news 

broadcasts last less than 30 minutes a day and they are presented only in the Koryak 

language. Research projects and discussion are also important for the languages of 

Kamchatka. Most of the research on indigenous languages in Kamchatka is conducted 

by the outside, often foreign, researchers. There are very few local researchers 

interested in language studies. Lack of research funding is a major part of this 

drawback. While more conference and round table discussions on indigenous 

language are needed, practice shows that they mostly work on language preservation 

and documentation rather than language development. These circumstances make this 

Complex of Measures adopted by the Kamchatka government rather shallow. It offers 

important assignments that can bring positive results for the native languages of 

Kamchatka, but at the level of implementation these initiatives are not developed and 

supported enough to be able to provide effective outcomes.  

Nonetheless, what this Program supports intentionally or unintentionally is the 

promotion of prestige among indigenous languages. No doubt publications of the 

works of indigenous authors and artists, organization of various cultural events and 

competitions promote the uniqueness, beauty, and richness of traditional cultures of 

Kamchatka. They encourage indigenous youth to study, middle-aged people to 
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remember, and elders to teach their ancestral languages. These programs also promote 

international tolerance between non-indigenous and indigenous populations of 

Kamchatka. The “popularization” aspect of this Program educates non-indigenous 

people and tries to influence their attitude towards the indigenous peoples of 

Kamchatka from the negative to respectful.  

Language Initiatives of Kamchatski Krai 

There are two rather young language-related initiatives that are directly 

promoted by the Government of Kamchatski Krai and which have a potential for 

developing the prestige of the languages. The Contest of the Fairy telling in 

indigenous languages was initiated several years ago by a fluent Koryak speaker and 

then supported by the government at the regional level. This Contest offers 

indigenous representatives opportunities to compete in their skills of storytelling. The 

main requirement is the story being told in an indigenous language.  

I was invited to judge at one of these competitions in 2012 and was impressed 

by the amount of indigenous youth that took time learning the story with the elder and 

then share it with the audience on the stage. The curious thing was that all the 

participants of the Contest were wearing their native regalia and each created a small, 

one-person play on stage: we, the audience, witnessed much drumming, singing, and 

dancing along with the narration. It looked like an indigenous theatre, which is 

something very new for Kamchatka. There was no age limit for the participants. 

However, for the most part, the contestants were fluent elderly speakers and young 

students. In preparation for this competition, young students had fluent speakers as 

their mentors who guided them through the story and supported them on stage as well. 

There are very few circumstances that an indigenous language is heard in Kamchatka: 
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this event succeeded in offering an immersion into the native languages and cultures 

that provided deep breath form the ancient past.  

The language and culture revitalization initiatives that are described 

throughout this chapter were initiated from bottom up. It was the community that 

introduced language projects, some of which were later supported by the Kamchatka 

government. Moreover, those projects were and are implemented not by the 

government itself, but by the educational or cultural institutions of the region. The 

project I am going to analyze further was purely initiated and organized by the 

government of Kamchatski Krai. In 2015, they started a Regional Contest of the 

Creative Works in the Languages of Kamchatka. It is planned as an annual event 

aimed at preservation and popularization of the indigenous languages of Kamchatka.  

The goals of this Contest are: 

♦ Support of indigenous authors who write in the native languages; 

♦ Familiarization with the native culture through learning indigenous languages; 

♦ Development of the creative potential of children and youth; 

♦ Creation the environment for learning folklore of indigenous peoples of 

Kamchatka. (Pravitelstvo Kamchatskogo Kraya 2015b) 

An institution responsible for this Contest is the Agency for Internal Policy of 

Kamchatski Krai. In 2015, the age of the participants was 12 years old and up divided 

into two age categories: pupils (12-17) and gown ups (17 and older). The government 

offered four nominations to compete: the best legend; the best story or essay about 

Kamchatka, its peoples and traditions, or its settlements; the best poetic work about 

Kamchatka or its peoples; and the best video trailer about Kamchatka, its peoples or 

traditions. The judging committee consisted of 18 members– representatives of the 

government, indigenous teachers, indigenous writers, and indigenous scholars. In 
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organizing this competition the government stressed that a participant does not have 

to be an indigenous person, it is open to all nationalities that live in Kamchatka, but 

the works had to be in the indigenous languages of Kamchatka peninsula (Itelmen, 

Koryak, Even, Aleut, or Chukchi) with Russian translation. One person could present 

more than one work for the competition. In 2015, 55 participants presented 66 works 

from various settlements of Kamchatka and the winners received monetary rewards.  

This program is a major step of the Kamchatkan government in the search for 

models to effectively support the development of indigenous languages. In an effort to 

portray themselves as a friendly and helpful institution to indigenous peoples of 

Kamchatka and show off their work to the rest of Russia, the local government widely 

advertised the project through official mass media all over the peninsula. This 

definitely provided strong support from the government for raising the prestige of 

indigenous languages among indigenous and non-indigenous populations of 

Kamchatka. Many indigenous people know that they need to learn their ancestral 

languages and that their languages should be saved, but they do not fully understand 

why they need it and how to do that. The contest offered the learners of indigenous 

languages an extra motivation for language learning, which is always an essential 

component of language revitalization.    

There is Always Space for Improvement 

 The complex of measures that the Kamchatka government has laid out to 

provide support for indigenous cultures and languages indicate that the contemporary 

government is willing to work in this direction. The idea of having an entire section in 

the program dedicated specifically to indigenous languages is promising. However, 

the government needs to be more open to suggestions from the outside and from 

indigenous communities specifically in hearing their ideas on possible language 
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development initiatives. These measures need more elaborate development in order to 

fit the needs of all of the indigenous peoples of the Kamchatka peninsula. One of the 

additional measures that this plan of work should consider is the foundation of a fund 

to support indigenous language development initiatives. It should be open to 

indigenous people who want to work on revitalizing their ancestral language. As I 

tried to explain above, language revitalization initiatives are for the most part 

implemented via educational and cultural establishments. These programs are strictly 

funded through regional budgets and controlled by the government; therefore, they 

are required to follow the Russian legislation system that explains how to teach the 

languages in the laws on education and other laws defined earlier. Consequently, 

there is not much freedom in introducing innovative ideas to language revitalization 

that lay outside school classrooms and curriculums, conferences and festival 

celebrations. If such a fund were established for initiative groups and NGOs, there 

might be a higher chance of  new initiatives coming from indigenous communities 

themselves.  

In Kamchatka, there is an understanding both by the government and  

indigenous people that in order to revitalize an indigenous language, one needs to be a 

teacher of the language or a fluent speaker, and that person needs to follow a certain 

program designed by a language specialist. However, we need to consider  the  

challenge expressed by Leann Hinton, who explains:  

“as the speakers age, increasingly, the energy and the burden for 
language revitalization is among the younger adult generations who are 
not fluent in their language. It is sad, but it is true, and we can do no 
less than honor and support those with the drive and the bravery to take 
on this task” (2003, 79).  
 
Certainly, having a degree in education helps an indigenous person organize 

the work on language revitalization. Our ancestors, however, did not have teaching 
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certificates, yet everybody spoke their native language, which they learnt not at 

schools but through natural acquisition. Clearly, cooperation between a fluent speaker 

and a person with the teaching degree would be ideal for language revitalization in 

Kamchatka, but there is no mechanism to support fluent speakers if such a program is 

set via school. Therefore, a fund might be a good way to seek  support for joint 

initiatives that can occur between fluent speakers and teachers or for those who are 

neither teachers nor fluent speakers, but who are active in language revitalization.   

Institute of the Improvement of Qualification of Pedagogical Personal and Indigenous 

Language Curriculum in Kamchatka 

As mentioned earlier, there are several institutions that offer official Itelmen 

language classes in Kamchatka: Kovran School, Kovran Kindergarten, and Palana 

Pedagogical College. During my research, I visited these establishments and 

attempted to gain better understanding of their educational system and its regulations 

in relation to indigenous languages. Since I lived in Kovran during my fieldwork, I 

had a chance to teach Itelmen language classes in Kovran School and culture classes 

in Kovran Kindergarten. This experience helped me understand how the work on 

language revitalization in these educational institutions in Kovran can be further 

developed. I also visited Palana Pedagogical College, which is located in Palana - the 

capital town of the Koryak Okrug - where I attended language classes as an observer 

and conducted informal interviews with language teachers and students.   

 The work of these organizations is organized by the Law on Education and 

the Federal State Educational Standards. The organization that is working on 

curriculum development for educational establishments that teach indigenous 

languages in Kamchatka is the Koryak Branch of the Kamchatka Institute of the 

Improvement of Qualification of Pedagogical Personal, located in Palana. This branch 
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is headed by an indigenous scholar, and all the curriculum developing personnel are 

indigenous educators with graduate school degrees, fluent speakers of their native 

languages (Koryak, Itelmen, Even), and experienced language teachers. This institute 

is considered to be a coordinating institution for revitalization and preservation of 

indigenous languages of Kamchatka. For clearer understanding of the legislative 

hierarchy of the system of education in relation to Itelmen language I provide Figure 

2 below.  

 

 

 

Indigenous scholars who work on developing language and culture oriented 

Law	on	Education	and	the	Federal	
State	Educational	Standards	

	Ministry	of	Education	of	Kamchatski	
Krai	

Kamchatka	Institute	of	the	
Improvement	of	Quali�ication	of	

Pedagogical	Personal		

Koryak	Branch	of	the	Kamchatka	
Institute	of	the	Improvement	of	

Quali�ication	of	Pedagogical	Personal		

Palana	Pedagogical	College,	
Kovran	Kindergarten,	Kovran	School		

Figure 4: Legislative Hierarchy of the System of Education 
in Relation to Itelmen Language  
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curriculums view contemporary school as a means of revitalizing indigenous 

languages and culture, but they insist that this is possible only in cases when “the 

system is developed so that it is able to implement this idea” (Avak n.d.). In her 

report, Raisa N. Avak, the head of the institute, stresses the idea that in order to be 

effective, teaching indigenous languages and cultures should go beyond the 

classroom. Avak indicates that if we want the languages to be spoken at home  , we 

need to stimulate the language in the families through “organizing various events 

aimed at raising the prestige of the languages” (Avak n.d.). An example of such 

initiative proposed by Avak is a festival called “The Language in the Family”, which 

should be organized in the region.  

This idea should definitely be taken into consideration and remembered for 

Itelmen language planning. From private conversations with Kovran villagers, it is  

obvious that Itelmens understand that without family support, the Itelmen language 

has very little chance of developing. As a result, targeted work with the families 

should be conducted. As a teacher of Itelmen at the Kovran School, I conducted a 

survey on monitoring the social status of the Itelmen language for the Institute of the 

Improvement of Qualification of Pedagogical Personal in spring 2015. The survey 

indicated that citizens of Kovran view Itelmen language as their mother tongue 

despite the fact that most of the participants of the survey neither spoke nor 

understood it. Thirty people filled out the survey: 12 representatives of the middle-

aged generation and older and 18 from the younger generation born in the 1980s or 

later. All but one expressed interest in learning the language and stressed the 

importance of Itelmen language revitalization. The main platform for that should be 

the improvement of the educational system in school and language lessons in 

kindergarten. Most of the participants also indicated  the need of having language 
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courses outside of school in the Community House and during events. The Kovran 

citizens also expressed the need to hear and practice the language. 

The survey also indicated that Kovran needs a strong person who can lead 

language revitalization in the village. Those who participated in the survey expressed 

interest in revitalization but also mentioned the lack of specialists. Interestingly 

enough, one of the teachers from kindergarten indicated that she was a speaker of 

Itelmen, but she also indicated that someone needs to teach Itelmen to preschoolers. 

Even though she identifies herself as an Itelmen language speaker, she does not 

identify herself as the person who can initiate language revitalization, at least not with 

the children in her group. People from the middle-aged generation, who grew up 

hearing the language and have this knowledge,  are also not ready to step up and take 

the lead. They talked about the importance of language learning at school and outside, 

they know what needs to be done, but nobody is ready to take this responsibility.  

High-Qualified Specialist – Who is That? 

 Specialists from the Institute of the Improvement of Qualification of 

Pedagogical Personal and Kovran citizens place attention on the lack of high-qualified 

specialists available for enhancing language revitalization. This brings up the 

question, what is a high-qualified specialist in the context of revitalization of severely 

endangered languages in Russia? Is teaching degree or language fluency enough for 

language revitalization? For many years, Palana Pedagogical College educated 

teachers of indigenous languages, including Itelmen; nevertheless, the language 

situation has not improved. On the contrary, it is becoming worse. With the drop of 

the number of fluent speakers, Itelmens emphasize the need to do something, but 

nobody feels qualified enough to take the lead in the process on reversal of the 

Itelmen language shift to Russian.  
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Many people in Kamchatka see the roots of this problem in the lack of 

teachers, methodologies and publications, interested organizations, and  financial 

support. However, I  do not fully support this idea. Kamchatka has teachers of 

indigenous languages, but most of them are lacking experience and clear 

understanding about why indigenous languages are  important. Many teachers have 

not been beyond Kamchatka and have never seen or experienced teaching techniques 

developed by indigenous teachers for language revitalization programs in the regions 

and institutions that are more successful in language development. Language teachers 

do not even have a platform to meet and exchange their teaching methodologies 

within Kamchatka. 

Moreover, as mentioned earlier, the issue of the prestige of the language 

remains problematic for many teachers. Even though everybody understands that it is 

important to know the language of the ancestors, many cannot fully explain even for 

themselves why this is so. To break this barrier indigenous language, teachers need to 

visit places outside Kamchatka, where the indigenous languages are stronger and 

where the teachers can be immersed in the atmosphere of indigenous language use. 

Even though it would most likely be that they do not understand language, such 

opportunities should help clarify to the teacher  his/her position and possibilities in 

language revitalization. In addition,  none of the trained teachers are fluent speakers 

of Itelmen; therefore, they do not feel confident enough for teaching Itelmen to others. 

Teachers in Kamchatka complain that there is a lack of methodological l and 

general literature in and about the indigenous languages. Indeed, we need more 

educational books for children as well as publications for adults, but it would be 

incorrect to say that we have no literature for language classes. What most teachers 

mean when they express this concern is that there is lack of published visual aids for 
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language teachers, such as storyboards, flashcards, storybooks, etc. The field of 

indigenous language education is rather weak in Russia and needs to be further 

developed in order to support language revitalization. US scholarship has much to 

offer in this area. For example, the Indigenous Language Institute Handbook Series 

(Honda et al. 2007) might be a good starting point for developing visual aids for 

teaching Itelmen.  It offers guidelines on how to make an indigenous language lesson 

interesting and productive. It also suggests online resources that offer ideas for visual 

aids and entertaining educational activities. 

Itelmen scholar Klavdia N. Khaloimova worked in the Institute of the 

Improvement of Qualification of Pedagogical Personal for many years on the 

development of curriculums for Itelmen language classes. She also published a 

significant number of methods that offered help to teachers of Itelmen . 

Methodologies that Khaloimova . shares are rather similar to the ones proposed by 

Leanne Hinton (2003) for teachers who are not fluent in their indigenous language. 

Hinton suggests the following stages to language lessons: 

• The lesson proper—the words or phrases that you are focusing on for a given day, 
and any activities, tests, etc. that relate to the lesson 
• Rituals—repetitive language events that will occur every day or at least on a 
regular basis; for example, greetings, perhaps a daily discussion of the weather, snack 
time, etc. 
• Review of previous lessons 
• Classroom management language—language such as “Come in,” “Sit  down,” 
“Eyes forward,” “Listen to me,” “Don’t hit!,” “Everyone take a piece  of paper,” 
“What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” 
• Classroom patter—the informal language that comes in between every-  thing else 
(Hinton 2003, 80). 
 

In her methodological advice, Khaloimova also explains how to develop the 

lesson proper based on the local environment and cultural values of Itelmens, suggests 

exercises for rituals, offers classroom management language, and classroom patterns. 

Khaloimova encourages the maximum use of Itelmen language in the classroom and 
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language teaching through games, entertainment, and cultural activities. She 

translated from Russian into Itelmen and created her own songs, poems, riddles, 

puzzles, and other exercises, which were later published, in order to accomplish this.  

Being raised and educated according to the formal Soviet educational 

standards, Khaloimova focuses attention on pronunciation, reading, and writing skills 

development. This aspect of indigenous language learning is viewed as unwelcomed 

in language planning for the native languages in the US, for most indigenous 

educators who work on language revitalization offer methodologies that do not 

emphasize writing (Asher 2000; Baldwin 2003; Hinton and Hale 2008; Hinton, Matt, 

and Steele 2002). In Russia, however, there is a strong tradition and understanding 

that language learning cannot be effective without writing and reading; therefore, all 

language plans include exercises on developing this skill as well as compulsory 

written homework. Khaloimova is the only teacher of Itelmen who has worked on the 

development of textbooks, primers, and methodological guidelines for teachers. My 

fieldwork visits to various settlements and observations in different classes of Itelmen 

indicated that most teachers use Khaloimova’s methodology as the foundation for 

their language classes.  

Khaloimova and other specialists of the institute insist that lessons should be 

based on the principle of complexity, which combines classroom activities with 

various activities aimed at the development of language skills of the learners (reading, 

writing, speaking, listening) outside the school setting. Khaloimova suggests that 

instruction should include reading literature and newspaper articles, taking excursions 

outside the classroom, talking about the surrounding life, watching movies, and other 

activities (1983).  
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The Value of Facultatives in Learning Itelmen Language 

In Russian education, there is the notion of the so-called kruzhok (facultative) 

is a facultative meeting of a teacher and pupils interested in learning outside the 

classroom setting. It can be explained as a hobby group or a study circle. Krozhok 

offers additional time of improving skills on one or another subject. For teaching 

kruzhok, a teacher is awarded with additional payment to his/her regular salary. It is 

usually held after classes, and  attendance is voluntary. The most common examples 

of kruzhok would be the kruzhok of sawing, drawing, dancing, reading, basketball, 

English, etc. Attending kruzhok does not add additional credits for the school 

diploma; rather, it offers informal activities to schoolchildren aimed at broadening 

their worldview and improving their academic and general life skills. Teaching a 

kruzhok is not obligatory for the teachers who work at a school, and often kruzhok 

work is conducted by a teacher who is ready to spend extra time outside of a formal 

schoolsetting with his/her students. Therefore, typically,  it is a dedicated teacher who 

choses and offers kruzhok work at school. Much of its success depends on the 

teacher’s willingness, energy, and expertise in the subject taught. If kruzhok is a 

success and the teacher or school administration are interested, then such a club can 

grow into the school of dance or sports group. Such groups then have opportunities to 

participate in the regional dance or sports championships or art exhibitions.   

In the Kamchatkan context, some schools offer indigenous culture, crafts, or 

language during kruzhok. In some villages, this kind of passing indigenous 

knowledge works rather successfully, in others, it does not. It is difficult to say 

whether this kind of additional education is productive. The school is open for the 

teachers to offer this club, but there has been no consistency in those types of lessons. 

In 1980-the 1990s, when indigenous leaders were supported and the Kovran School 
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was revitalized, Itelmen  teachers of their language and culture also headed the 

kruzhoks. However, as this generation aged, retired, or passed away no new 

generation of teachers is willing to take this responsibility. Moreover, 90% of the 

current teachers  in the Kovran school are not Itelmen. They came from different 

areas of Russia to Kovran village to teach,  and they belong to a completely different 

culture.  

For a long time, there was little interest in teaching kruzhok related to 

indigenous epistemologies in Kovran, which  negatively affected Kovran children. 

When I was teaching Itelmen, I noticed that children in Kovran do not know many 

things about their native culture, their relatives, or their village. Parents nowadays are 

busy, so they do not have time to educate their children about Itelmen traditions, tell 

stories about the Itelmen life, or spend time doing traditional activities together. 

Therefore, such a club could play a significant role in passing traditional knowledge 

on to the younger generation.  

We need to remember, however, that this kind of kruzhok might have a low 

and inconsistent attendance due to the lack of understanding of its importance from 

the point of view of children and their parents. Often it has to compete with more 

popular sports or dance clubs, which are both considered more fun, important, and 

require lesser mental work. These clubs offer relaxation from busy and overloaded 

days at school. In this case, school administrators and teachers should educate parents 

about  kruzhok and its practical value to children. 

Another approach that could make language and culture oriented kruzhok 

become popular among children and valuable for language revitalization is using  

various activities, such as dance, for the benefit of language learning. For example, 

kruzhok dance can and should be transformed into language lessons. As already 
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mentioned in this chapter, Itelmen dance is rather famous in the Russian indigenous 

world and in Kamchatka. It offers to school children relaxing space where they can 

enjoy exercise and learn to control their body at the same time. We all learn better 

though experience, so why not introduce Itelmen language into dance classes? 

Usually dance practice in Kovran starts with the warm up. This is a great place to 

learn the body parts and directions. Instead of saying in Russian “head to the left”, the 

instructor can use an Itelmen expression for that. In this case, a teacher does not have 

to be fluent in the language. It does not require much preparation on the part of the 

teacher. The language component can start from small expressions and as the 

vocabulary grows, it can also develop further through the dance lessons. It is a great 

space for the teacher and the students to practice language use through doing actual 

things. Itelmen dance is about surrounding environment and human relationships; 

therefore, it can not only teach body parts, but also Itelmen notions related to nature 

and being human. Kruzhok of dance is also held more than one hour a week, and 

therefore it provides longer time for language learning then a formal Itelmen language 

class.    

While working on this dissertation I have been taking Hawaiian Hula dance 

classes in the Leiola Hula Halau. From that experience I have learnt that the method 

of learning language through the dance is widely and successfully used in Hawaiian 

Hula dance. I have not been able to find academic literature on this specific topic, but 

that brief experience of being part of the Hula life in Tucson taught me that  Hula 

steps and moves have certain Hawaiian names. Without knowing those words, it is 

rather challenging to master Hula. Hula dance is also supported by singing in 

Hawaiian, which is also an easy way to learn and use the language. Songs often 

support Itelmen dance as well. An ethnomusicologist, Miyashita explains that “the use 
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of songs should enhance learner’s language skills as well as cognitive skills” 

(2009:185). Learning the language through the songs is not only appealing and fun for 

children, but it makes it significantly easier for the all generations to remember the 

language, which is phonetically unusual to many Itelmens and difficult to acquire.  

Not only can children learn the language through dance and songs, they can 

also learn more about their culture. For example, the Itelmen singing style called 

khodila offers listeners an introduction into Itelmen creation stories, animal life, love 

stories, etc. The word ‘khodila’ sounds like a Russian verb ‘khoditj’, which means ‘to 

walk’. It was most likely borrowed by Itelmens from the Cossacks. If we accept this 

translation, it is easy to imagine women going out to the tundra, gathering berries and 

roots, creating khodilas, and singing with their beautiful voices while walking. 

Khodila might be an Itelmen world as well. However, I have not come across the 

translation of it yet. The specific feature of this kind of songs is that the singer uses a 

rather wide range of the notes. The song has very high pitches as well as extremely 

low ones and quite often it is difficult to remember the tune from hearing it just once. 

These songs are more lyric and slow rather then happy and teasing.  

Dance kruzhok in Kovran is not only about traditional Itelmen dance. 

Depending on the celebration the children are preparing to perform, the dance can be 

modern as well or even belong to other cultures. This broadens the worldview of the 

child and by no means does this additional component limit the possibilities to learn 

Itelmen. The dances do not have to be indigenous in order to learn the Itelmen 

language. The warm up still uses body parts and directions, and the structure of other 

dances also requires the notions of positionality, expressions, and character. Such 

kruzhok activities can  be very effective for language revitalization. From my 

experience from attending and leading clubs of this kind, I can say that when you 
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consistently attend a kruzhok, people who go there become a small family with whom 

you share memories about the performances, training, failures, and successes. Aspects 

of the Itelmen language also have the chance of becoming a common memory for the 

participants of the dance kruzhok.  

The popular kruzhok of sports can offer space for Itelmen language as well, 

especially in the area of indigenous sports. It might be difficult to do Itelmen sports 

without learning some language. For example, if we are talking about dog sledding30, 

the sled and dog commands can be expressed more comprehensively through Itelmen 

language rather than Russian; therefore, it is easier to introduce dog sledding together 

with Itelmen language. A similar approach should be applied to the kruzhok of crafts, 

which in the Itelmen’s case is beading, sewing with fish skins, and basket weaving.  

In this section, I tried to explain how Itelmen language can be enhanced in the 

Russian system of education. While there is only one hour for Itelmen language class 

in Kovran School, there are other ways to use this system to benefit Itelmen language 

development. We should not undermine the facultative time given for additional 

learning options at school. It is not language immersion; however, if this time is used 

wisely, it can effectively work to create more opportunities for learning and using the 

Itelmen language.  

Discussion 

Nikolai Vakhtin explains that sustainability of a language depends on various 

factors such as the number of fluent speakers, the language policy of the state, and the 

cultural orientation of speakers; therefore, it is difficult to predict how the language 

will respond to the various factors (Vakhtin 2001,16). “Factors that enforce language 

preservation might be rather unexpected” (2001,17). In the case of Itelmen,  the key 

																																																								
30	Dog	sledding	is	an	activity	rather	traditional	for	Itelmens	
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factor that would improve language development has not been found yet. There are 

some important pieces to this puzzle that keep the language alive such as strong self-

identification of Itelmens followed by a revitalization movement, which resulted in 

recognition of the right to have Itelmen language classes and traditional Itelmen 

celebrations, teacher training, and methodological support. Nevertheless, the language 

seldom goes beyond the classroom and is not viewed as having a chance to become 

the language of communication. Some key ingredient is still missing in the Itelmen 

language revitalization cuisine that is preventing its advancement.  

Languages specialists and teachers view lack of funding as a significant failure 

that is holding back language revitalization initiatives in Kamchatka. The government 

is good at developing regulations and laws, but in most cases, the mechanisms for 

realization of these laws, even if they are for the benefit of indigenous language 

speakers, are underdeveloped.  

As a result of the policies implemented in the Russian Federation to date, we 

find some disturbing data. While in 1989, every other person spoke his/her heritage 

language, currently, only 35%  of all indigenous people identify themselves as 

heritage language speakers among which 2.7% can speak their ancestral language. 

That constitutes 58.000 people in the entire country of Russia who speak their 

heritage language. Half of this amount speak Nenets and Mansi (Arefiev 2014:96). 

According to the 2010 census of 2010, 100% of the citizens of Russia have fully 

acquired Russian as their main language of communication. In some indigenous 

communities, a certain number of elderly speakers remains who has never learned 

Russian. That is among Nenets (8,6%), Even (6,4%), Evenki (2,3%), Khanti (1,2%), 

Tuvintsi-Todzhintsi (28,8%), Telengit (14,1%), Dolgan (5,4%), Soyot (8,0%), and 

Chukchi (0,5%) (Arefiev 2014:99). In 1989, 24.% of the Itelmen population spoke 
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Itelmen, but by 2010, only 1.8% did (Arefiev 2014, 97).  

The state hierarchy in relation to Itelmen language that guides the language 

revitalization progress or its regress starts with the Federal Laws on Education, 

National Okrugs, and Indigenous Peoples. These regulations tremendously influence 

the work of those few institutions that offer indigenous languages in the classroom. 

Despite all the debates on the positive value of the changes in contemporary 

legislation in relation indigenous languages, the  data confirms the opposite. Figure 3 

is based on the  report of Avak which  informs that in 2003, 1176 children were 

taught indigenous languages and culture. In 2004, indigenous languages were taught 

in 25 educational establishments in Kamchatka, which included 38 teachers and 1344 

students. By 

2007/2008, 18 

educational establishments offered language classes for 875 children, and 10 offered 

Cultures of Northern Peoples classes to 670 children. In 2011/2012, 20 teachers 

offered indigenous language classes to 510 children, and in 25 educational 

establishments they offered traditional cultures class to 449 pupils (Avak n.d.). In 

2015 out of 27 schools of Koryak Okrug, 12 secondary schools including Palana 
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College offer indigenous language classes for 615 students. 

One school offers an indigenous language as a facultative and two as kruzhoks. This 

data rather picturesquely portray the significant drop of students getting their 

indigenous language education in indigenous at school since 2004. It also explains 

that in 2003 and 2004, indigenous language and culture was one subject, but by 

2007/2008, this school discipline was divided into two subjects: language lessons and 

culture lessons. This means that some schools chose either one or the other, and in a 

few cases, schools offered both. In 2014/2015, the Kovran School offered language 

classes which only lasted one hour a week for grades 5 through 9. 

Why is this degradation occurring in Russia, where policy makers stress 

attention on the improvement of laws in relation to indigenous languages, where 

textbooks are constantly written, published, and republished, where teachers of 

indigenous languages are constantly taught, where schools offer kruzhoks and 

facultatives, and where everybody understands that language education should go 

beyond school? Burikin (2005) views this problem in the shift of cultural values, 

which occurred with the introduction of the schools among indigenous peoples. The 

scholar explains that bilingualism developed through education is  

“limited by the borders of the educational establishment and has a 
preserved (or canned) form a dialogue between a teacher and a student 
as the main form of its realization. This turns such bilingualism into a 
special role play game which does not receive support beyond the area 
of the educational establishment”.  
 
Burikin insists that school program does not imply introducing an indigenous 

language becoming a means of communication; rather, it traps the language into the 

stereotypical unconscious borders, where the indigenous language is viewed as only 

the language that is rarely used in the educational setting. “Educationally spread 

bilingualism is supported only by the cluster of students which turns it into a marker 
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of socio age-related group, the group of temporary state, the group of transitory age 

state…” (Burikin 2005). Therefore, the status of the indigenous language taught as a 

school subject is rather temporary. The learners understand that after graduating 

school, they will have no need to use the language. Children do not see their parents, 

older sisters and brothers, teachers and other fellow villagers using the language 

outside of school.  

During the Soviet Union, the teaching of indigenous languages became the 

educational practice in which the purpose was to improve Russian skills and to 

promote a transition into Russian among Indigenous language speakers. Now, the 

situation is changing in relation to indigenous languages of the North. The goal of 

those lessons is language revitalization. Nevertheless, the system of education is not 

changing to support this goal. Indigenous languages are taught in grades 1-4, or 5-9, 

or 9-11. There are no schools in Kamchatka that offer indigenous language classes for 

the entire course of schooling from grades 1 through 11. This does not provide 

generational transition, at least not within school. We need to change these 

stereotypical understandings of learning the Itelmen language in the upcoming years. 

Therefore one of the goals of language revitalization programs should be to change 

the ways that Indigenous languages are taught, the policies that guide the teaching, 

and the way that the public perceives language education.  

Kamchatka is currently a part of Kamchatskii Krai (Region). It is not a 

republic. Therefore, indigenous languages of this region do not have the right to be 

recognized as regional languages. Contemporary law allows the regions to decide 

how they want to support indigenous languages at the regional level, but this support 

usually does not go beyond a couple hours of language classes a week at school.  
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A literature overview on the issues of education and indigenous peoples, 

indicates that there is no consensus view that contemporary Russian scholars agree on 

regarding the relationship of the impact of the governmental educational policies on 

the lives of indigenous peoples. Frumak provides various understandings of the 

policies described in the contemporary literature. Taking into account the data 

provided above, the following chronology of various periods of the Soviet Union and 

after seems to be the most reasonable:  

Period Title Source 

1920-the 1930s period of revitalization Frumak 2002 

1940-the 1950s period of stagnation Frumak 2002 

1960-the 1980s period of degradation Frumak 2002 

the 1980s – the 2000s period of revitalization and 

self-determination 

Personal observation 

the 2000s period of revitalization, 
popularization and 
development 

Personal observation 

Table 3. Chronology of the political courses in relation  
to indigenous languages in Russia.   

 
The literature review indicates that every time there was a change in 

leadership  in the country, the political system underwent tremendous changes, and 

the entire course of the country strengthened the assimilation policies with each new 

leader. In the following chapters I will discuss how Itelmens are adapting to the 

contemporary political system in order to develop language and culture.  
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CHAPTER 4 

I AM PROUD TO BE ITELMEN: POSSIBLE INITIATIVES TO MOVE 

FORWARD LANGUAGE REVITALIZATION 

 

 “Young peoples’ efforts can also be inspirational to the adults around that, 
who often interpret the use of Indigenous languages and young indigenous 
 voices on new media platforms as a sign that Indigenous peoples, as well  

as Indigenous languages, have vibrant future possibilities” 
 (Wyman, McCarty, and Nicholas 2014:16). 

There is a saying in Russia: “Children are the flowers of our life”. With proper 

care, these flowers can either blossom into wonderful and vibrant young generations 

or fade into shapeless masses with no point of view, no values, and no aspirations. 

When an indigenous language is destroyed and the traditional culture experiences 

severe interference (such as relocations of the villages and boarding schools), the 

indigenous population has is at risk of fading. Such examples are apparent throughout 

the world. Itelmens are not an exception. Previous chapters in this dissertation explain 

the details and outcomes of this interference among Itelmens, which resulted in the 

increase of social problems. Throughout several generations, Christian, Soviet, and 

Russian efforts attempted to replace traditional epistemologies w. Despite these 

interferences, Itelmen youth and children are becoming more visible and recognizable 

with  distinct voices, talents, and ambitions.  

In this chapter, I will explore the Itelmen youth activism in two completely 

different environments– rural and urban– and provide parallel analysis on how youth 

activism may be supported and improved for the purposes of effective language 

revitalization. I will also provide examples of language initiatives that involve all 

generations in language learning. 
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Itelmen Youth of Kovran 

Kovran is considered as the cultural capital of the contemporary Itelmen. 

Cultural revitalization of the 20th century started in this village and Kovran citizens 

still remain rather active in development of Itelmen culture and language. The first 

impression a distant visitor might have of this place is that it is messy, old, poor, and 

underdeveloped. Indeed, it is a very small settlement with the total population of 

about 290 people. The population increases during summers when the students return 

for summer break and outside fishermen come for the fishing season. There are three, 

two-story wooden apartment buildings. Each houses twelve apartments. The rest are 

small houses: some are private and some are two family-shared apartment houses. 

Inheriting the Soviet past, the main street of Kovran is called 50 Let Oktyabrya. It is a 

common street name in many settlements in Russia, given to praise the 50 years 

anniversary of the Great October Revolution. The length of the village from one end 

to the other is about 500 meters.  

Kovran came about as a result of relocations, but unlike other villages that 

were larger  in size and  population and were mixed more with the non-indigenous 

population, Kovran became a mixture of Itelmens from different villages that had 

been closed (Utkholok, Upper Kovran, Moroshechnoe, Sopochnoe).  Itelmens 

comprise a majority of the population. Therefore, by the end of the Soviet era, as 

mentioned in the previous chapters, it became the center of Itelmen culture. From my 

experience of living in Kovran for some time I insist that the uniqueness of this place 

is represented in its people. It is easy to recognize a person from  Kovran because of 

the speech intonation, the way they structure their sentences, even the way they think. 

It is the genuine nature of Itelmens to face hardships with jokes and smiles. Despite of 

the social problems and the difficulties of the village life, Kovran citizens maintain 
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their own sense of humor that is also unique to Kovran because of the way they talk 

about things and make jokes about each other, themselves, and newcomers. Many 

researchers who have worked with Itelmens now have teasing songs composed about 

them.  

The village offers a number of job opportunities. These include school, 

kindergarten, administration, post office, community house, Elvel dance group, fire 

and rescue department, electro station, coalhouse, and three small grocery stores. Due 

to the lack of local teachers, most of the teachers at school are from a different region 

of Russia. The rest of the institutions employ the villagers.  Many of the employed are 

young adults and middle-aged Itelmens.  

There is no running water in Kovran. People bring their water in buckets from 

the river or wells. Many houses are heated by wooden stoves. Therefore, even if a 

person does not have a job in the village, there is still much work to do in the 

household. Doing the laundry, for example, takes about a day; washing the dishes is 

also time consuming with no running water. Men are usually busy hunting, fishing, 

getting firewood, and bringing water home. In addition to traditional fishing, hunting, 

and gathering all villagers are involved in planting of the crops such as potatoes, 

beats, cabbages, carrots, radishes, and others during summers.  

In recent years it became apparent that t Itelmen youth tend to stay in the 

village to establish their lives and families. For the most part, those are young adults 

who, for various reasons, have not been able to finish higher education and returned 

home; some graduated college, returned home and work according to their 

professional diploma; while some never continued their education after graduating 

school and chose to stay at home.  
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It is common that young Itelmens who have graduated higher educational 

establishments do not return to Kovran, therefore, the development of the village is 

lacking professionally educated personnel. Housing is the major reason for this 

educated population not to return. No new houses have been built since the collapse 

of the Soviet Union. My research and observations on the life of Kovran youth 

indicate that, the village is experiencing difficulty in attracting well-educated young 

specialists to return and work in their home village of Kovran. Usually, by the time 

young Itelmens graduate from universities, they have already formed urban families 

and are not willing to change the comfortable city life into the uncertain living 

conditions of the village. So youth in Kovran are typically young individuals who do 

not have or have minor formal higher education and have little experience living in 

the outside of the Kovran world.  

Academia provides the term “young adults” for the category of individuals I 

am planning to discuss further in this chapter (Anderson 2004; McCarty et al. 2014). 

In the example of American Indians, McCarty et al. explain that Indian youth gain the 

status of a young adult when they gain “…social and economic independence within 

community social networks” (2014:38). A similar process occurs in Russia as well. In 

his study of the youth in Siberia. Anderson remarked that  

The most unambiguous boundary between being a child 
(nesovershennoletnii) and an adult in Russia is linked to the legal ritual 
of receiving a passport at the age of 16. For the most, this age 
coincides with the end of obligatory secondary education and the move 
into the workplace, or to starting a family. (2014:19)  
 
In the Kovran case, young adults include persons of the ages 16 to 35 years 

old. As I observed in Kovran these age boundaries are not very defined since each 

individual develops differently and under different social circumstances. Some 

children have to mature earlier because of the hardships they face within their family 
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situation, which is most often associated with over consumption of alcohol by their 

parents. In many cases these children have to become providers for themselves and 

their siblings at a very young age. The bright sight of this experience is that most of 

these young individuals, after having formed their own families, are choosing to go a 

different and more stable route than their parents.  

In chapter 3 I mentioned the survey on the status of the Itelmen language that 

had been conducted in Kovran at the request of the Institute of the Improvement of 

Qualification of Pedagogical Personal in Palana. This survey indicated an interest 

among indigenous youth in their heritage language. Contemporary young adults of 

Kovran had a chance to hear Itelmen spoken from the elders when they were growing 

up. They had an Itelmen language component taught by native Itelmen speakers in 

kindergarten as well as at school. These young adults grew up having an opportunity 

to hear true Itelmen sounds and rare conversations. Their children, however, do not 

have this opportunity. There are no fluent speakers left in Kovran nor are there 

language classes in the kindergarten. Classes at school are taught for one hour per 

week for grades 5 through 9 by an Itelmen educator who has learned the language as 

her second language. Citizens of Kovran express concern that their children do not 

have opportunities to learn Itelmen. They also express their willingness to participate 

in the language learning process.  

It is important to remember that learning an indigenous language without 

having a language environment is a challenging and time-consuming task that 

requires dedication from the part of both the learner and the teacher. I myself am 

living the life of a young adult in Kovran and it is obvious that young adults can not 

be expected to put their job assignments and household responsibilities aside for the 

sake of the Itelmen language. The market place reality dictates us to think about the 
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material wellness first and gives limited time to think about other components of life, 

including language revitalization---basic needs are the priority and language is often 

seen as secondary.   

This brings me to the question of what type of activities can be introduced in 

Kovran to encourage the use of Itelmen? Are there programs that can be developed 

that will successfully work in Kovran’s circumstances? How should a language 

program be structured for Kovran so that people participating can have the best 

benefit of language learning with the most economical time investment and be easy to 

comprehend for the learners? To answer these questions it will be necessary to refer 

to the Native American experience in language revitalization that describes the 

process of language revitalization in  circumstances similar to Kovran.  

Experiences from Master and Apprentice Language Learning Program 

In this section, I will discuss the various methods that have been helpful in 

revitalization of indigenous languages in the US. Various language learning methods 

started to be developed in the United Sates around the 1970s. The following programs 

have proven to be successful for language learning: 

• 1977 – Total Physical Response (TPR) (Asher 2000); 

• 1983 – Natural Approach Method (Krashen 1983); 

• 1997 – Teaching Proficiency through Reading and Writing (Ray and Steely 

1998) 

These programs were developed mostly for commonly taught foreign 

languages such as English, Spanish, French and Russian. Leanne Hinton, a retired 

professor of linguistics at Berkeley noted for working with California Indian tribes in 

designing language teaching approaches for languages with small numbers of 

speakers, suggests that there are significant differences between teaching a foreign 
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language and an endangered language (1999). While planning a language-learning 

program for an indigenous language one has to take into consideration specific 

situations and the specific community. Those who are learning dominant or 

commonly taught languages as their second or third languages have the luxury of 

getting immersed in the language through mass media or by going to the country 

where this language is spoken for language practice. With endangered languages  the 

full immersion is often not possible due to the lack of fluent speakers and has to be 

artificially recreated.   

People dedicated to language revitalization are well familiar with the Master 

and Apprentice Language Learning Program (MALLP) of California which is a 

“mentored learning approach, created for people who may not have access to 

language classes but, instead, have access to a speaker” (Hinton, Matt, and Steele 

2002:xiii). This method is an inspiring source that provides guidelines on how to 

revive a severely endangered language based on indigenous methodologies in 

language learning. The main emphasis is on the immersion lesson where an 

apprentice learns from a master, who is most often an elderly fluent speaker. The 

immersion activities are set up in a way that best suit the master and the apprentice. 

Usually it is at home or at some community place that is not school. The developers 

of this program insist that the language should be learned informally through 

listening, and learning the language should be conducted by doing activities together 

with the native speaker. Similar to a child learning a language, first a student learns to 

comprehend the language and only in a couple years will he/she start to speak. In their 

guidelines to this program, Hinton et.al (2002) warn that it takes some time until the 

apprentice starts to speak, but the main philosophy of the course is to try to use only 

the native language and avoid the use of English even at the very early stage of the 
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learning process. Other important principles of this program are using non-verbal 

means of communication to make oneself understood, teaching in full sentences, 

teaching in connection with culture and day-to-day activities, focusing on listening 

and speaking, and using video and audio recordings. Strong emphasis is placed on the 

idea that once the apprentice learns something new, he or she should share it with 

other people (relatives, children, friends).  

This program offering “a commonsense approach to one-on-one language 

learning” (Hinton et al. 2002) has been widely used among indigenous peoples of the 

US whose languages are experiencing major difficulties. It has shown to be adaptive 

to the environments and circumstances of various endangered languages and work 

rather effectively in active language revitalization. Over time MALLP has evolved 

into even more comprehensive programs aimed at bringing languages into  homes, for 

example in the case of the Karuk people of California (Alberts and Alberts 2013). 

Elaina Supahan Alberts started learning her heritage language at the age of ten with 

the Master and apprentice language-learning program where her aunt served as a 

master fluent speaker of Karuk. As Alberts matured and established her own family 

she came to the understanding that the Karuk language should become the main 

language in her family. Throughout her pregnancies she played audio recordings to 

her unborn children. Alberts and her husband Phil also made sure that the first 

language their children heard after birth was Karuk. The major problem that this 

family faced was the passing of their aunt, who was their main teacher of Karuk. 

Indeed what can be done after the most reliable source of information is gone? How 

do people proceed without the advice from beloved fluent speakers? The experience 

of the Alberts family indicates that it takes some time to move forward. It was their 

children that gave them strength to continue speaking Karuk in their family as their 
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main language of communication and rely on themselves as language carriers. Elaina 

Alberts provides some priceless advice:  

I missed Auntie more than ever. As I looked at my two boys, I realized 
how much I needed the language to teach them about who our people 
are and how we think. At that point I finally accepted the 
responsibility of being my own teacher. (Alberts and Alberts 2013, 39) 
 
Another example that illustrates  how MALLP can be developed and adapted 

to certain circumstances comes from Yuchi people of Oklahoma. Their language 

situation is similar to that of the  Itelmens. Yuchi is a language isolate. It has only four 

fluent speakers of Yuchi left with the youngest being 90 years old (Grounds 2016). 

The Yuchi tribe is not federally recognized by the US government; therefore they 

experience major difficulties in gaining support for language programs. Nevertheless, 

they find resources and energy to keep their language alive. I had the pleasure of 

meeting with one of the leaders of the Yuchi language revitalization effort, Richard 

Grounds, at the United Nations Expert Meeting on Indigenous Languages in January 

2016. This new friendship showed me one more strong piece of evidence that a 

severely endangered language can be saved and convinced me even more that the 

Itelmen situation is not hopeless. When living in Russia, struggling every day with 

human rights violations, violations of indigenous people’s rights, violations of the 

Constitution and all the legislative foundations of the country in every sphere of life, 

it is extremely easy to lose belief that the goals indigenous activists set for themselves 

are achievable.  

Similar to the Karuk example, Grounds used the MALLP method and applied 

it to his family. He calls it breath-to-breath or face-to-face approach. Grounds took 

his children to the fluent speakers to learn the language together and introduced Yuchi 

as the main language at home. In addition, they established a Yuchi Language House 

where they are creating a “language habitat” and bringing the elders to pass their 
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knowledge on to the younger generations. Grounds gives important advice which 

many have thought about, but have never been able to communicate well: language 

revitalization is more effective when you start it together with your entire family 

at the same time (2016). This seems to be a rather obvious method, but there are so 

many obstacles that appear along the way that makes what seems like an easy task 

become rather challenging in contemporary realities. Indeed, it takes much courage 

and dedication in order to speak an indigenous language at home with your children 

when the dominant language and culture outside your home dictates absolutely 

different directions.  

Grounds’ son Renee is following the steps of his father. Renee remembers 

going to the elder’s house to learn Yuchi and points out on an essential component of 

MALLP that makes it so successful. Renee remembers: “My favorite part of the 

master-apprentice program was the security and warmth of the home environment, 

which made it easier for me to learn the language than a classroom” (Grounds and 

Grounds 2013, 50). Truly, nothing can replace the warmth of the elder’s home 

accompanied by delicious foods and joyful times spending. Such informal education 

has been natural to indigenous peoples for centuries but, due to the interruption from 

the outside, has been abandoned for several generations. Currently, this form of 

learning  is returning and proving to be rather efficient for language revitalization.  

I am focusing on these two examples of Karuk and Yuchi language 

revitalization because the situations are somewhat similar to Itelmen and infuse 

inspiration. Having these examples in mind, we need to actively start using MALLP 

for Itelmen language revitalization as well. The problem that we are facing is that the 

fluent speakers of Itelmen are rather dispersed. There are no fluent speakers in 

Kovran. If we want to meet with the speakers we need to fly them into Kovran or go 
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visit them on an airplane or a helicopter, which is not economical. Currently, only one 

speaker is active enough to travel by air to various places and share her knowledge. 

As a result, only seldom meetings and Master-apprentice lessons are possible in 

Kovran. These lessons are priceless, but lacking inconsistency. We can still call our 

elders and ask them questions,which they are usually happy to answer. Phone 

conversation might be one of the options that we should encourage between fluent 

speakers and language learners. There are not many other options for practicing 

language with the masters and this obstacle complicates the process of revitalization 

of Itelmen.  

Some Principles of Informal Education 

MALLP is a form of informal education, which is much discussed in the 

literature on language revitalization. Informal education “occurs according to 

happenstance […] Anyone can be a teacher; anyone can be a student; knowledge is 

not restricted to particular classes or categories […] it may be completely unconscious 

[…] Informal education has no rules, no pressure, no tests, and might even be ‘fun’” 

(Lomawaima & McCarty 2006, 28). Indigenous education is imbedded with a 

tremendous amount and variation of traditional knowledge of indigenous peoples 

based on the place they live, environment, natural resources, etc. But there are 

common features that identify indigenous education, as pointed out by many scholars 

from different parts of the world (Baldwin 2003; Barnhardt 2006; Grounds 2013; 

Hinton and Hale 2008) : 

• Learning from observation, listening and practice; 

• Learning by doing; 

• Learning from nature;  
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• Learning from being a part of the community; learning is a “teamwork effort 

between the elders, parents, younger community members and tribal leaders” 

(Kawagley 1999); “shared and collective vision/philosophy” (Smith 2003); 

Tanzanian proverb “It takes a village to raise a child” (Semali and Stambach 

1997); 

♦ Learning about multiple levels of understanding of physical and spiritual worlds; 

♦ Learning from generational transmission, where authority of elders and kinship is 

usually strong; 

♦ Learning through songs, dance, crafts and other means of esthetic expressions; 

♦ Learning from oral history; 

♦ Learning applied knowledge; 

♦ Learning in a natural setting; 

♦ Learning through the language; 

♦ Learning through subsistence activities. 

A holistic approach is one of the main principles of indigenous education 

(Kawagley n.d.). This means that the learning process is not divided into subject areas 

and is not limited by time periods. It closely correlates with the seasonal changes, 

tribal events and celebrations. These principles are crucially important to keep in 

mind when developing a language revitalization program.  

 What Can We Do in Kovran? 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Itelmen youth are the force that can move 

language revitalization forward in the village. Being part of the young adult life in 

Kovran for the last two years, I am convinced that language planning should 

incorporate their participation as major contributors for revitalization of the Itelmen 
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language. It is critical that young adults take a responsibility of becoming the “agents 

of change” (Hinton 2014) .   

At the beginning of this chapter I attempted to describe the realities of the life 

of the families in Kovran. Having a job and keeping the household together is rather 

challenging and time consuming, nevertheless, young families find time for leisure as 

well. In this context I venture to equate the possibility of learning ancestral language 

with having some leisure time in the fully Itelmen environment together with friends 

and relatives. I believe that without this additional sense of enjoyment as part of the 

process, it will be more difficult to set up language learning activities. A sense of 

pleasure transforms the challenging process of learning the language into a more 

memorable procedure, therefore, language revitalization should be designed in a way 

that brings joy and satisfaction into the hearts of those whom are trying to get 

involved. By no means should it be an obligation.  

The Community House might serve as a starting point for such a program. The 

Community House, or the House of Culture, or simply the Club, is an establishment 

that exists in every settlement of Russia. In the cities these institutions are most often 

called the Palaces of Culture. These establishments were extensive throughout the 

country during the Soviet Union as “primary centers of organized social life” (Bloch 

2004, 43) and continue to be important institutions that gather villagers for civic 

events as well as entertainment. In the village, the Club is a space where people meet 

to share information about the social and economic life, develop communal decisions, 

celebrate holidays, etc. The work of these institutions is funded through the federal 

budget that comes via regional administrations. City or village administrations 

oversee the work of the Clubs. Therefore, the work of these establishments is 
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primarily controlled by the government and guided through various programs and 

assignments that the government continuously develops.  

Kovran’s House of Culture has four employees: the Director, the Artistic 

Director, the Specialist responsible for the Development of Sports, and the Janitor. It 

is uncommon, that a House of Culture in such a small village has four employees. The 

Clubs villages of Tigilski Raion do not have Specialists on Sports, for example. Due 

to its high activity, Kovran was able to add this position several years ago on a 

permanent basis.  

In addition to general work on organizing various community events, the 

Houses of Culture are required to lead various circles of interest. They are called 

kruzhoks, sections or clubs.31 While in the city, due to the larger budget, Houses of 

Culture have an option of hiring narrow specialists of art, dance, or photography for 

example, in the village, the organization of circles of interest is absolutely on the 

shoulders of these few employees who are not necessarily specialists in the field of 

the kruzhok. Kovran Club has sections on volleyball, basketball, skiing, table tennis, 

dance, theater, dog sledging, and others. None of Kovran Club’s employees has a 

special formal education in these spheres.  

Despite the strong regulations and requirements from  the state, there is still 

much freedom in the choice of the topics for the circles. The employees are free to 

choose the kind of the circle they want to lead. Usually, club workers choose the 

domains they are strong in and develop them in kruzhoks. This provides space for 

introducing language revitalization programs as part of the multi-year Program of 

Work of Kovran House of Culture. Considering the experience of the Yuchi 

Language House, creating an Itelmen language-learning circle might become a 

																																																								
31	The extended discussion of this educational space is provided in the previous chapter.	
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significant step towards returning Itelmen to the sphere of communication. This circle 

could become a gathering place for the families interested in learning Itelmen. It 

should involve grandparents, parents, and their children. Each section of this 

generational chain is equally important and each plays its own role.  

Grandparents grew up hearing the language, they are the ones who can teach 

and guide on more appropriate pronunciation. They also can enrich the language 

learning lessons with their memories about the social life of the Itelmen language they 

experienced in the past and share stories of the language situations of which they were 

part. As my research indicated in the Kovran context, grandparents are in their forties 

and older. These are people who have the most expertise about Itelmen in the Kovran 

village. The grandparents are the foundation of this generational chain.  

In this structure, young adults or young parents are positioned between their 

children and grandparents. The Soviet experience of Itelmens indicates that without 

this generation, the life of the Itelmen language will rapidly cease. Those who are in 

the grandparent generation are lacking fluency in Itelmen because their parents did 

not have a chance to use the language with their children. Therefore, the current 

grandparent generation acquired their knowledge from their grandparents, which was 

not enough for the active survival of Itelmen. What is occurring now is even more 

disappointing when the children are introduced to Itelmen only at school without any 

further involvement from the part of the rest of the family.  

Most would agree with Alutiiq language revitalization specialist April 

Counceller that youth “are the living bridges between them and the future generations 

of speakers” (Counceller 2012, 16). In the current language circumstances, the 

introduction of the language-learning circle implies more responsibility on the 

shoulders of the young parents. Because grandparents may come and go to language 
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lessons due to their health conditions, it will be up to young adults to remain 

consistent in their participation in the language learning circle, making sure that their 

children attend and use the language at home. This places a great deal of 

responsibility on the youth, which not everyone is willing to take.  

 Principles of the Itelmen Language Learning Circle (ILLC) 

There is a chance that the organization of the families in a language-learning 

circle might work in Kovran. It needs to be organized in a way that makes language 

learning a desired activity rather than an obligation so that families will be willing and 

excited to take this important responsibility upon themselves. Thereforem I am 

proposing the following principles for the Itelmen language-learning circle (ILLC) 

that have been inspired by the MALLP and its followers from Yuchi, Karuk, 

Wampanoag, Miami, Alutiiq, and other programs:  

♦ Welcoming atmosphere and positive energy. ILLC encourages the families to 

attend the meetings, but it is open to everybody. Every learner, despite age and 

knowledge, counts as an essential member of the language-learning community and is 

considered a language speaker for the near future. 

♦ Mutual respect and no judging. The participants are encouraged not to judge 

others, but to help and support each other.  

♦ Making a mistake is not a crime. The fear of making a mistake or being wrong 

sometimes overpowers the individual’s ability to openly practice the language 

through speaking it. The ILLC meetings should encourage the active use of the 

language, moving away from the fear of speaking the language, and getting used to 

hearing yourself speaking Itelmen.  
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♦ Share what you have learned in ILLC outside of the circle. The learners 

should be encouraged to use the language outside the ILLC in every possible setting 

and occasion. 32  

♦ Be proud of your heritage language and share this pride with others. ILLC 

should encourage the learners to develop the understanding that Itelmen language is 

our strength, not our shame.  

These basic principles are suggested as an initial foundation of the Itelmen 

Language Learning Circle, which should be enhanced further as the program matures. 

Knowing the realities of Russia, I am not expecting this program to receive major 

financial support to be able to provide stipends for the teachers and students, as 

MALLP promotes. It is assumed that the participants of this circle will be people who 

have jobs and household responsibilities. Therefore, in our planning we should 

consider the schedule of the learners and offer the optimal time frame that is favorable 

for all the interested family members. ILLC meetings can start having lessons twice a 

week. Hopefully, as time goes on and people get more involved in the language, the 

amount of language meetings will increase.   

Unlike school lessons where the content is mostly regulated by the educational 

standards, the content of the circles of interest in the Community House should not be 

built upon regulations. The instructor will be free to construct the meetings in any 

way that seems appropriate and effective. This gives the opportunity to implement 

																																																								
32 There is always a chance that some members of the community might meet these attempts of newly 
occurring language speakers with resistance, since the villagers are not used to hearing any other 
language except Russian. On this matter Jessie Little Boe Baird, who met with this obstacle during her 
work on revitalization of Wampanoag language, advises: “expect and ignore” this kind of the attitude 
from those, who are not into language revitalization. She explains that “If we are using our languages 
around non-speakers, it can cause our People to feel wide range of emotions, not least of which are 
shame, inadequacy, fear of the unknown, and frustration” (Little Boe Baird 2013,27). ILLC should 
encourage the language learners to be ready for that, to be patient, and to be hopeful that in the near 
future people will get used to hearing the Itelmen language and accept it as a living language.  
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various informal educational language-teaching ideas during the ILLC meetings. In 

doing this, teachers should focus on the development of oral speech and try avoiding 

reading and writing.       

Speaking Itelmen is Normal 

At the UN Expert Meeting on Indigenous Languages in New York (January 

19-21, 2016), Hawaiian language activist Ami Kalili presented the concept of 

language “normalization”. This concept has been widely developing in strengthening 

the Hawaiian language through various media programs, use of technology, and 

immersion programs. By language normalization, Hawaiian language activists mean 

making “ʻōlelo HawaiʻI (Hawaiian language), moʻomeheu (culture), and kuanaʻike 

(perspective) normal here in Hawaiʻi” (Kalili 2016, 7). The reality of many 

indigenous peoples is unconsciously thinking that speaking an indigenous language is 

not normal. It is rather difficult to overcome this psychological barrier; therefore, we 

need to think of the activities outside the ILLC that can break this mental wall. Unlike 

the Hawaiian example, it is very unlikely that Itelmens will have immersion schools 

or TV and radio broadcasts in the near future. Hence, it is again up to the indigenous 

youth to take action. 

As mentioned earlier, the main goal of the work of the Community House in 

Kovran is to organize social events such as celebration of a New Year, Christmas, and 

Victory Day etc. In addition to State celebrations, the Community House is 

responsible for the organization of traditional Itelmen festivals, various art, 

intellectual, and sport competitions. Many of these events allow space for the families 

to show their indigenous power through competitions, such as traditional cooking 

competitions, dance competitions, singing competitions, fish cutting competition etc. 

In preparation for the events young adults and children often volunteer to perform 
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during the celebrations. For that, we gather prior to the events to practice the 

performance, which makes everyone closer to each other. During the preparation 

stage, we spend time learning more about our culture and language, practice it, and 

then share this knowledge with the rest of the villagers. This space also might be a 

promising platform for the ILLC participants to encourage the “normalization” of 

Itelmen. Volunteers for the Community House are usually the most active members of 

Kovran village and it is hopeful that many of them will join the ILLC.  

In the 1970s and1980s, Itelmens started the process of normalization of 

traditional celebrations and dance and successfully developed it in Kamchatka. For 

normalization of Itelmen language, the language component should be placed in those 

traditional Itelmen aspects of life that are now considered normal and even popular. 

Over the last two years, the Community House started moving towards this direction. 

The Itelmen language has been incorporated into the celebrations more and more 

every year. One of the latest examples of such efforts is “The Ritual of the Opening of 

Kovran River from Ice”. I briefly mentioned this tradition in the previous chapter and 

want to expand on it in this section as well. This celebration has multiple names: 

“Kavral”, “The Day of the River” or the “Day of Smelt”.33 With this ritual, Itelmens 

celebrate the beginning of the fishing season that starts with smelt run and continues 

with salmon. Usually, it is a weeklong celebration that is full of various activities at 

school, kindergarten, seashore, river shore, and the Community House.  

																																																								
33 Kavral is the Itelmen name of the Kovran River that has been changed under the influence of the 
Russian language. 
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In planning this celebration, staff at the Community House try to offer new 

assignments to the villagers every year. For example, in 2014 schoolchildren were to 

compete in making models of traditional fishing 

traps. Kindergarten children had a competition 

of artistic work on the river and fishing theme. It 

was my first year when I was working at the 

Community House and I was surprised by the 

level of responsibility that families took to make 

sure their children participated in these contests. 

The fathers and mothers helped their children 

construct the models of the fishing traps, some 

did the paintings with modeling clay, some 

reconstructed traditional fish camps, etc. One of 

the tasks was to name their work in Itelmen. After the contest was over a few parents 

explained that it took them several nights to construct their work of art with their 

children. Such dedication shows that families 

are willing to take challenging responsibilities 

if they are offered in an innovative and 

interesting way. It is likely that, while helping, 

the parents explained to their children the 

meaning of the traditional things they were 

creating. Some parents rediscovered the 

meaning of those objects for themselves as 

well.  

In 2015 we offered to the villagers a 
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crossword competition. Kovranians were offered opportunities to create crosswords 

that would have Itelmen words about fishing and the river. Young adults were 

especially active in this competition. The last time they tried using Itelmen was when 

they were at school and they had forgotten much, but they did their own research of 

the Itelmen words on the given topic and involved their families in the creation of the 

crosswords. In organizing such events, it is important to be creative in order to 

maintain the community’s interest and challenging members with new learning 

assignments. This does not bring the fluency in Itelmen language, but it motivates 

villagers to get familiar with the language, improve knowledge about the language, 

and get used to it as being something normal.   

Many sources stress on the importance of language immersion starting at early 

childhood (Grenoble and Whaley 2006; Hinton and Hale 2008). While full immersion 

is currently not possible in Kovran due to the lack of language speakers, we tried 

introducing Itelmen by organizing cultural events for children as well. On the 

threshold of the Kavral celebration, the Community House organizes a program for 

the kindergarteners named “The smelt is going to spawn”. Special educational games 

have been developed for this event that are aimed at ethno-ecological education for 

children and parents, and the development of traditional sports. In preparation for the 

event we usually spend several weeks going into the kindergarten learning the games, 

dance, and songs with the children. No celebration can go without the Itelmen songs 

and dances. Therefore, the children have a chance to show their talents, develop their 

knowledge about traditional culture, and participate in the sports competitions. 

Kovran kindergarten is rather small, with the total of about thirty children. We divide 

them into two teams for the competitions. The teams build a fishing camp with the 

blocks, catch the most amount of fish models with the hook, catch the most amount of 
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fish into the fish trap, etc. Each child is a winner and gets a present.  

In 2015, we tried to introduce some Itelmen language along with the games. 

When I used Itelmen language with the children it struck me that our children had 

before never tried speaking Itelmen. There was a sense that it was their first time 

when they were asked to repeat words in Itelmen and it seemed like that was rather an 

exotic experience to them. It seemed that Kovran children know about the existence 

of the Itelmen language as the language that their grandparents are talking about some 

times, but they never thought that they can speak this language as well. The children 

were shy, but curious to learn some words in Itelmen. They know that Itelmen is 

normal to their grandparents, but it was definitely not normal to them. Within several 

days after the celebration some children were chasing me in the street when I was 

walking from work to home, repeating the words that they remembered and showing 

that they learned their lessons.  

All of the mentioned activities are taking place in Kovran and they are rather 

promising in affecting the language normalization in among Itelmens. There is no 

need to invent new methodologies, but add some language in each cultural event 

organized in Kovran.  

Language Normalization in the Kindergarten 

The experience described above provided some hints on how to proceed with 

the introduction of Itelmen to children and move the language normalization forward 

using kindergarten as one of the platforms. We certainly need to teach Itelmen 

language in the kindergarten. In the current situation, there is space several days a 

week to offer Itelmen language lessons for about half an hour to children as part of 

their preschool program. In doing this, teachers should also be included as part of the 

program. Kovran is one of the only places in the world where almost all of the 
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preschool teachers and nannies are Itelmens; therefore they have been rather 

supportive of making traditional celebrations, dance and songs as part of their 

educational program. The introduction of Itelmen offers new challenges to the 

kindergarten routine. Since the teachers are neither language speakers, nor learners, 

this field is new to them and might be intimidating.  

This process of introducing the Itelmen language will require more time for 

language planning, especially if the teacher is not fluent. Preschool children are 

extremely inquisitive, nevertheless with language learning the teacher must be 

creative to attract and maintain this curiosity among the children. Anyone who has 

studied another language knows, that language learning is achieved through multiple 

repetitions; therefore it can easily become boring. Learning at this age is most 

effective through games and entertaining activities. While teaching language in 

preschool, the successful educator should think about the lessons being equally fun 

and productive. In doing this, the teacher should also choose language materials in a 

way that they are most useful to children outside the half an hour class. This could be 

achieved if the lessons are planned around certain themes. One of themes might be the 

surrounding environment or homeland. This theme offers an extended variety of 

words and phrases to learn: animal names, animal descriptions, shapes and colors, 

animal food, animal activities, etc.  

I mentioned throughout this dissertation about the importance of Itelmen 

dance in the life of Kovran. Itelmen children are also active in dancing. Most of 

Itelmen dances are an imitation of animal life that surrounds Kovran and those should 

be actively used in language lessons especially with the children. A bright example to 

start language learning might be a song called “As if I am a…”. This traditional 
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Itelmen song is about the animals feasting at the seashore. With some imagination this 

song can be actively used to teach the Itelmen language.  

 

 

 

    

Figure	6.	Example	of	the	Song	with	Itelmen		
Transliteration	and	Translation	from	Kasten	et.	al.	2001	
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 I view this song as a foundation for the beginning classes of Itelmen among 

children. I would start off by introducing the names of the animals, then we would 

learn to describe them, what they do, what they eat, how they do things and slowly we 

would learn to describe the world around us. As an example we could use the lesson 

plans outlined in the Appendix E, that are actively using this song as a means to 

language learning.  

The limited time that the preschool curriculum currently provides for language 

learning is enough to get the children familiar with the language. Without the support 

of the outside domains we cannot expect the children to start speaking the language. 

Therefore I remain hopeful that some children will have the opportunity of improving 

their language knowledge if their parents decide to be part of ILLC. This might serve 

as a major reinforcement for language development. There is also an option of 

offering language lessons to children in the Community House as well separately or in 

addition to the preschool teaching. However we need to remember that when we are 

considering the work with the kindergarteners outside the kindergarten, success and 
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their consistency depends on the will and interest of their parents. Therefore 

language-learning activities based in the kindergarten have more chances to succeed 

since it offers a more consistent and organized platform.  

The setting of the kindergarten also offers teachers an environment to gain 

language knowledge as well. Preschool educators should be included in this process. 

The language teacher should ask the educators for help during these lessons and 

possibly for advice at the stage of preparation of the lessons. Many Kovran educators 

who work in the kindergarten have significant experience in preschool education and 

this experience should definitely be taken advantage of for planning interesting and 

appropriate language lessons for that age group.   

In this section I attempted to analyze the possibilities for language 

revitalization in Kovran village that lie outside the usual formal schooling domain. 

There are options in Kovran for setting up efficient language revitalization programs 

in various institutions of Kovran that correlate with each other. There is also a sense 

that Kovranians want their language back. Citizens of Kovran are proud to be 

Itelmens, proud of their heritage, their dance and their celebrations. Itelmens of 

Kovran are now moving to the stage where they understand that being Itelmen 

actually implies taking the effort of learning the language as well. It is also becoming 

‘cool’ to know your language and more and more of young Kovranians are willing to 

take the responsibility of learning this difficult tongue. So now the success depends 

on the dedication of those who want to lead this process and wise language planning.   

Language revitalization specialists who went through this process remind us that 

language planning is a challenging task that requires time and a thorough process 

(Sims 2008; Platero 2008; Pecos and Blum-Martinez 2008). We should also 

remember the advice of Lucile Watahomigie and Leanne Hinton that planning is an 
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open-ended process (Hinton 2008a, 52). The effectiveness of our planning is tested 

through implementation and we should be open to continuous evaluation and 

improvement.  

Language Revitalization in the Urban Setting 

The urban setting is an entirely different environment then the life in the 

village of Kovran or any other smaller settlement of Kamchatka. The City of 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski is the capital city of the peninsula with the population of 

about 180 000 people. It is a marine city located along the shore of the Avacha Bay of 

the Pacific Ocean and surrounded by the active volcanoes.  

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski is home to a number of after school educational 

establishments such as Universities, Colleges, Technical Schools, and others 

providing specialization in various fields. After having graduated from school 

indigenous youth from all over Kamchatka attempt to come to this city to continue 

their education. For many going to the city to study is their first trip outside of their 

home villages. To most of the young indigenous students living in a big place with 

many people is an exciting but new experience filled with many challenges, problems 

related to adaptation to the urban setting, living away from the family, living with 

limited resources, etc. Indigenous youth are underrepresented in the city and are often 

they are being judged and discriminated because of the way they look. Indigenous 

people of Kamchatka by nature tend to be shyer and less outspoken and this appears 

to be more visible when they go outside of their communities. During the first year of 

their studies indigenous students might get lost in the city that offers opportunities, 

but also distractions and unhealthy temptations.  

The Kamchatkan case is not unique. It is harder for many indigenous youth 

throughout the world to get used to the new environment that the urban setting offer. 
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When I think about the challenges that indigenous students face in Petropavlovsk-

Kamchatski, I go back to my experience at the University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF), 

where I received my MA degree. UAF had a special division named Rural Student 

Services (RSS) that was aimed at working with the students who have come to 

Fairbanks from different native villages of Alaska. It provided space for indigenous 

students to gather for various events, dance practice, pot lucks, beading, sewing, 

language practice, doing homework, etc. An entity that united these students the most 

was the Inu-Yupiaq dance group that was solely organized and led by the native 

students of the UAF. It seemed that this was a space where many indigenous students 

found their voice as indigenous. Most of them had English names, but as part of this 

indigenous student community they went back to their native names. The Inu-Yupiaq 

dance group was open to the dancers of any ethnicity. They perform the Inupiaq and 

Yupik dances. It is a rather well known group in Alaska and sometimes they even go 

on dance tours.  

This space provided a home environment to the young indigenous people who 

were just starting their lives as grown-ups and finding themselves as individuals. It 

also created many opportunities for language use. Many of those students were taking 

their heritage language classes at UAF. The fact that they were gathering together 

allowed them to create their own language setting and practice what they learned. 

There is some discussion in academia and among language activists that in language 

revitalization it is important that young language learners continue practicing their 

language after they have left their communities. There are examples from the Miami 

language (Baldwin et al. 2013) or Yupik (Wyman 2012) that touch upon the problem 

of how it becomes especially challenging to keep the native language for the young 

person when he/she goes to the University where the dominant language is different 



	 	 195 

from an indigenous language. Even if the native language was the main language of 

communication in the family, most often native students have no other options but to 

receive their higher education in another language which leaves significantly less time 

to practice the heritage language. Spaces like RSS and Inu-Yupiaq group at the UAF 

campus offer settings that create a natural atmosphere for maintaining, practicing and 

enhancing competency in the heritage language.  

Druzhba Severyan 

While UAF is the major post school educational institution in Fairbanks, 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski has several Universities and Colleges. Therefore 

indigenous youth cannot be gathered at one educational establishment. Also none of 

these institutions attempted to do so. When a person enters a University or College in 

Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski, he/she becomes a member of the dominant Russian 

society and is expected to be Russian.  Over the last five years indigenous youth 

found a way to fill this gap by creating an Organization of the Youth of Indigenous 

Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East. It is a Non Governmental Organization 

called “Druzhba Severyan” (Rus. Friendship of Northerners). This organization was 

established by a group of students and is headed by an Itelmen person, Galina, who 

was born and raised in Kovran then moved to Petropavlovsk and stayed after 

completing the University in the city. While being a student Galina experienced much 

discrimination from the teachers and came across a number of unpleasant remarks. 

This situation bothered Galina throughout her study until she finally decided to create 

a space for indigenous students where they could meet and feel at home.  

In order to be able to receive funding to rent their own office space and 

implement their project ideas, Galina and other of her indigenous student friends had 

to officially register as an organization. Currently it is a rather strong indigenous 
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NGO solely run by indigenous youth that remains to be consistent in achieving their 

goals. They started by organizing indigenous young adults in the city into a group of 

friends. Some of them are students; some have graduated and stayed in the city. 

Everyone is welcome into this space. If one is a non-indigenous person interested in 

Kamchatkan cultures, they are also welcomed. Indigenous youth are invited to come 

to their office where they can meet with each other, socialize, have tea, bead and sew, 

and share different activities.  

Since dance is an important part of indigenous identity in Kamchatka, 

Druzhba Severyan organized an indigenous youth dance group named “Koritev”. 

Each syllable in this name is the first syllable for the Kamchatkan nations: Kor-it-ev – 

Koryaks, Itelmens, and Evens. They perform the dances that represent different 

Kamchatkan cultures. Many of the indigenous youth who have joined this group have 

never danced professionally before. It is an exciting experience for indigenous youth 

that unites them into a dancing family. The goal of this dance group is to organize 

indigenous youth in the urban setting around a common interest and through this unit 

their identities grow stronger. Koritev is a known group in Kamchatka now that is 

sharing their cultures with the urban citizens. They also travel within and outside of 

Kamchatka on dance tours.   

Druzhba Severyan is working not only with indigenous youth in the urban 

area, but also in all of Kamchatka. Each year a group of most dedicated young leaders 

goes to one of the districts of Kamchatka where they travel to the villages with 

workshops for indigenous youth showing that it is normal to be indigenous, it is 

normal to speak your language, it is not normal to consume alcohol and smoke, it is 

healthy to play sports and being indigenous offers many opportunities for 

development in the rural area. As a result they have been able to establish branches of 
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their organization in some of the villages that are aimed to work with indigenous 

youth in their villages. Annually Druzhba Severyan is trying to organize a leadership 

school for indigenous youth in the city area. For this they bring two or three young 

individuals form each of the Kamchatkan villages for several weeks and teach them 

different leadership skills most important of which is to have their own voice as 

indigenous youth. 

 The amount and level of work that the group of indigenous youth has been 

able to do is impressive. They do not have federal support. All of their projects that 

they have implemented were due to fundraising and sponsorship. It is unfortunate that 

the government is not willing to provide some consistent funding to this organization 

through their programs. Every year Druzhba Severyan is seeking funding to support 

the rent for the office and related needs. This is an indication of the high level of 

dedication of the leaders of this organization. They are leading this much-needed 

movement despite the difficulties and often placing the needs of their own families 

and their careers behind.  

An important goal of this organization is get indigenous youth interested in 

learning their ancestral languages. One of their leaders Anatolii is obtaining a 

graduate degree in philological studies specializing on his native Alyutor language. 

Anatoli is responsible for this division of work in Druzhba Severyan. Currently, 

indigenous individuals are offered Koryak and Itelmen language lessons in the office 

of this organization. Young adults who live in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski are either 

full-time students or having regular jobs, therefore it is only for a limited time that 

they have for language learning. Teaching a language is conducted on a voluntary 

basis, and language teachers are in a difficult situation since they also have to do it 

outside of their regular jobs. For example, a teacher of the Itelmen language comes 
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from the nearby town of Elizovo. As a result classes in Koryak and Itelmen are 

offered only once a week and for just a couple of hours at times that might be 

convenient for interested parties.  

For this dissertation research I interviewed Anatoli about his view on language 

revitalization and the work of Druzhba Severyan in this area. One of the questions to 

him was whether he thought that having one class a week was productive enough.    

Анатолий: Очень часто я сам задаю себе этот вопрос.  
Anatoli: I often ask this question to myself as well. 
 
На самом деле, если не проводить их,  
To be honest, if we do not have those, 
 
толком вообще тогда ничего не будет и самого языка  
then nothing will happen and the language itself 
 
как такового. Худо бедно, если проводить, 
will not exist. If we have just these lessons, 
 
то что-то у кого-то останется в голове. 
at least something will stay in the heads [of the learners].  
 
Если это зернышко останется в голове, то у кого-нибудь  
If this seed stays in the head, then someone 
 
из приходящих на занятия, буквально пять-шесть человек,  
from those who attend classes, just out of five or six people, 
 
хотя бы у одного из них если останется что-то в голове,  
at least one of them will have something remaining in his/her head. 
 
если зернышко это прорастет, это очень хорошо, это большой 
If this seed grows, it will be very good. It will be a big  
 
показатель будет. Поэтому эти занятия,  
index. That is why these lessons 
 
какие бы они не были стоит проводить.  
should be conducted no matter what kind they are.   
The urban setting dictates its own life planning. While in Kovran it takes no 

longer than five minutes to get from any work place to the Community House for 

language lessons, in the city it might take an hour or more just to get to the language-
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learning place. Therefore it takes even more individual dedication to consistently 

attend the language lessons after a long day at work or school. For this reason the 

classes, as Anatoli mentioned, usually have five or six students consistently coming. It 

is those students who strongly believe that they need to do something to keep their 

languages alive.  

A Story of a Teacher 

The Itelmen language class in Druzhba Severyan is taught by an extremely 

dedicated expert of the Itelmen language Victor Ryzhkov. He is not Itelmen himself; 

neither is he a linguist nor a formally trained educator. He grew up in the city of 

Elizovo where there are a number of Itelmen place names such as the names of the 

volcanoes and nearby settlements. Victor grew up being rather curious about these 

place names and not everybody who lives in that area is aware that those are Itelmen 

names. In 1996 he was hired to work at the fishing factory in Ust-Khaityuzovo for the 

summer to cook for the fishermen34. While working in Ust-Khairyuzovo he had a 

strong temptation to go to Kovran. After the fishing season was over Victor went to 

Kovran and stayed there. He went there not knowing anybody in the village and 

ended up with the Itelmens hosting him and sharing their language knowledge with 

him. At that time there were still enough fluent language speakers. Little by little 

Victor started keeping his own dictionary and learning the language with the help of 

language speakers. For many years in a row Viktor came to Kovran using his own 

financial resources just to learn the language. He remembers: 

Сначала на меня никто внимания не обращал. 
Initially nobody paid much attention to me.  
 
Какой-то городской приехал, чего-то любопытничает.  
Some guy from the city came being all curious.  

																																																								
34 It is quite common that people from the outside come to Ust-Khairyuzivo for the fishing season to 
earn some extra money.  
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Я самостоятельно все это изучал. Уже лет через пять,  
I learned everything on my own. May be five years later  
 
наверное, Валентина Ивановна на меня внимание обратила. 
Valentina Ivanovna35 noticed me.  
 
Она уроки собирала первые.  
She was just organizing the first lessons[in the city] 
 
Я тоже к ним приехал туда.  
and I also attended those.  
 
Она такой как бы диктант попросила написать. 
She asked to write some kind of a dictation. 
  
Кто знает больше всего ительменских слов. 
Who knows the most amount of Itelmen words. 
 
 Кто написал 7-10… Я 150 написал… 
Someone wrote down 7 to 10 words… I wrote down 150…  
 
Ну, времени было минут 5.  
Well, there were only 5 minutes.  
 
Я бы еще написал. 
I would have written more words.  
 
In his interview Victor mentions the names of the people whom he learned the 

language from. All of them were respected language speakers. Currently he is one of 

the most knowledgeable speakers of Itelmen who learned it as a second language. 

Victor’s example gives hope that some of us might be able to learn the language 

enough to communicate fluently in Itelmen. As the elders rapidly passed away, urban 

Itelmens started to address Itelmen language related questions to Victor. More and 

more he came to the understanding that there was a need for language classes in the 

urban area and now he had no choice but to teach the Itelmen language. Currently 

Victor is offering classes once a week in three different locations. One is based in the 

																																																								
35 Valentina Ivanovna Uspenskaya was the native speaker of Itelmen and educator who started the first 
native newspaper in Kamchatka and taught Itelmen language in the city until she passed away.		
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House of Culture in Elizovo36 city. His students there are mostly children who attend 

classes as part of their hobby interest and another is in the Kamchatka State Library of 

Krasheninnikov. The students of this class are usually middle-aged Itelmen people 

and older. The majority are former citizens of Kovran or Tigil who moved to the city 

but maintain their traditions. The third class is offered in Druzhba Severyan where the 

majority of the students are indigenous youth. Everyone is welcomed in any of these 

classes. If the person has time he/she could attend classes in all three locations, but 

usually people in the urban area do not have time for more than one class a week.   

Lessons in Druzhba Severyan seem to be most productive in terms of 

providing domains for further language practice outside the lesson. Since the youth 

that attend the lessons also meets for cultural events, dance and leisure, they take this 

opportunity to practice some language with each other. Youth often volunteer during 

the native celebrations in the urban area and recently they also started introducing 

language during those events. For example urban Alkhalalalai celebration is 

conducted both in Itelmen and Russian. This was solely achieved because of the 

enthusiasm of indigenous youth. In the previous chapter I mentioned the Contest of 

Tales in indigenous languages of Kamchatka. It was initiated by a fluent speaker of 

the Koryak language, but indigenous students supported this event through impressive 

participation and cooperation with the language speakers. This encouraged the 

government of the region to support this event annually as part of their plan of 

working for language revitalization in Kamchatka. For indigenous youth it is 

important to participate in these festivals. In preparation they practice pronunciation 

and memorize texts in close consultation with language speakers. They also practice 

some language during dance practice and learn songs in the language as well.  

																																																								
36 The town of Elizovo is an airport city located about 20 kilometers from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski.  
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It is unfortunate, that the government is not willing to provide sustainable 

well-paid positions to specialists of endangered languages of Kamchatka. The 

government recognizes their unique knowledge, but this recognition does not proceed 

beyond the official speeches at the public meetings. During my interview with Viktor 

he did not have high expectations for the bright future of the Itelmen language. He has 

been working in this field for over ten years now and he has not noticed any positive 

changes yet. Victor shares:  

Раньше я был полон этого энтузиазма… 
Previously I was full of enthusiasm…  
 
Я в это верил искренне.  
I sincerely believed in it. 
 
А потом уже время само показало, что ничего нельзя.  
And then time showed itself, that nothing could be done. 
 
Не возродится он сам.  
It [the language] will not revive on its own.  
 
Victor clarifies that he continues teaching Itelmen because people are asking 

him to which means that it is needed for the people. But so far there are very few 

“nationalist”, as Viktor defined language activists, who are truly ready to invest their 

time and effort into language learning and development.  

Вот даже ты меня теребишь, потом другие люди теребят,  
Even you bug me, and other people bug me, 
 
вот и не бросаю потому. Значит, еще нужен пока.  
so I do not drop out. It means that they still need me. 
 
Стимул пока есть.  
So I still have a stimulus. 
 
It is rare to meet such humbleness in a non-indigenous person who at the same 

time holds powerful indigenous knowledge. Viktor is always open to work on any 

language related issues and Itelmens are lucky to have such a dedicated language 

specialist.  
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Things to Be Changed at the State Level 

Indigenous identity and language survival in the urban setting is tougher than 

in the rural area. The dominant Russian culture and language is significantly more 

dominant and overpowering in the city and surrounding areas. Despite that, 

indigenous people remain visible in the urban area and they actively promote their 

presence through organizing various events and sharing their cultures. We have been 

rather successful in “popularization37” of our cultures, but now we should think about 

how can we stay true to being indigenous and how the language development can be 

reinforced in the administrative center of Kamchatka?  

While in the village it is more about the community being able to take 

responsibility and action, in the urban area it is more centered on the support from the 

regional government. Therefore, the main change that should occur for the languages 

to move forward in Kamchatka, should occur within the government. Kamchatka 

government should take executive decisions and action that goes beyond traditional 

PR and conversations. The following are some ideas on the measures that can 

enhance language revitalization programs that should be addressed by the regional 

Government of Kamchatski Krai:  

♦ Raise the status of the teachers of indigenous languages. This should include 

the well-paid honorariums and social benefits. In doing this the government should 

keep in mind that teachers of indigenous languages do not always have special 

teaching certificates; therefore certain mechanism of hiring these specialists should be 

developed. The working obligations of these teachers should be teaching language 

lessons, developing educational aid materials, possibly translation of local newscast. 
																																																								
37 The use of the word “popularization” is rather frequent in relation to indigenous cultures in 
Kamchatka. It is widely used in various Government’s programs of work on the development of 
traditional cultures of indigenous peoples of Kamchatka. Indigenous peoples in return also use this 
term often in their speech with out fully understanding its negative connotation of culture viewed as a 
commodity.    
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Most of these responsibilities dedicated indigenous language educators fulfill already, 

but they do it on a voluntary basis. These educators would have been more productive 

if their actual job was language revitalization and they did not have to struggle for 

survival. 

 Lack of certification for teaching in the classroom is a common situation for 

knowledgeable language speakers throughout the world. They are often referred to as 

language activists. This term implies that these dedicated individuals are most likely 

not compensated for their work on language development. There are very few 

examples of the programs that allow non-certified language teachers teach a language 

in the classroom. For severely endangered languages Master and Apprentice 

Language-Learning Program (MALLP), which was discussed earlier in this chapter is 

a good example. This program implies payment to both teachers/masters and learners 

of the language though the course of the program. Most often the teachers in these 

programs do not have formal education in teaching. Fluency in the language is the 

main criteria for being a teacher in this program.  

♦ Establish a Foundation for Support of Language Revitalization Initiatives. 

Such Fund should offer support for community-driven language revitalization 

projects. Currently language related work is funded via educational establishments as 

part of formal educational process. This Fund should prioritize language initiatives 

suggested by the communities themselves. Often innovative ideas cannot be 

implemented in the school setting and the government should start understanding that 

and become open for the new domains for language development.  

A good example might be drawn from the Administration for Native 

Americans (ANA) that annually provides Native American Language Preservation 

and Maintenance Grants. This governmental fund offers support for the language 
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revitalization programs suggested by the NGOs, academic institutions, tribal councils, 

non-federally recognized tribes, etc. According to the announcement at the official 

ANA web-cite “This program allows for a broad-array of native-language related 

projects including establishing a language program, improvements to an existing 

program, and the development of language immersion instruction and activities” 

(http://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/open/foa/files/HHS-2014-ACF-ANA-NL-

0778_2.htm#c.d.section.III1076). Such fund is very much needed in Kamchatka for 

the development of the indigenous languages of the region.  

♦ Establish a Committee on Indigenous Languages Issues. This Committee 

should include language teachers as well as language activists and respected elderly 

speakers of native languages. They should meet physically no less then once a year in 

order to discuss the effectiveness of the ongoing language revitalization programs and 

provide suggestions for the improvement. The Committee should also consider 

monthly skype meetings in between the annual meetings.   

An interesting model is developed by the First Peoples’ Cultural Council 

(FPCC) in British Columbia (BC), Canada. FPCC is a provincial crown corporation 

that was formed by the government of BC and supported by the legislation. The First 

Peoples’ Advisory Committee is a body of FPCC. This Committee is comprised of 34 

members, each is a knowledgeable representative of one of the languages of BC. “The 

Advisory Committee acts as a bridge to First Nations communities and brings 

community-based ideas and issues to the attention of FPCC.” 

(http://www.fpcc.ca/about-us/advisory/). The Committee members meet annually and 

have a term of two years. The amount of impressive work that they have been able to 

implement over the years on language revitalization in BC indicate that this structure 
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works rather successfully for the First Nations of BC. This might be a good example 

to start looking at when thinking about the indigenous languages of Kamchatka.   

♦ Establish a Heritage Center of Indigenous Peoples of Kamchatski Krai in the 

Capital city. It is rather unfortunate that indigenous peoples still do not have their 

home in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski, which is an ancestral home ground to Itelmens. 

In this regard the Alaska Native Heritage Center (ANHC) might be an example to 

look to. Being located in Anchorage this Center offers indigenous people space to 

remain indigenous in the urban area through offering various educational programs, 

dance and crafts activities, among other activities. One of their programs is called 

Revitalizing Indigenous Languages for Urban Alaska Native Residents (Alaska 

Native Herritage Center n.d.). Architecture, language, culture, tangible and intangible 

heritage of each Alaskan native group is represented in this unique indigenous space 

as living and developing entities. For indigenous peoples of Kamchatka the possibility 

of having such a Center might seem like an unreachable dream. However we should 

not ignore the fact that such a Center is much needed in Kamchatka.    

The measures suggested above require substantial financial and legal support 

from the government and will not be possible without their executive decisions and 

involvement. Urban Itelmens should also stay proactive in this field in order to 

remind the government of the language related concerns. We should also start 

changing our own mindset and the mindset of the general population around in a 

sense that being indigenous is not simply about singing, dancing, and cultural 

performance, but it is also about being able to speak our own languages and having 

the right to having ‘real’ access to indigenous language education.  
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Krvǝɬxatnom Upgrade 

The previous discussion describes rather ambitious long-term goals that we 

can achieve only as a united community. Despite disagreements that may occur 

sometimes between community members, being Itelmen is a gift that unites the 

community members regardless of their geographical location. Wherever we go, we 

stay in touch with our community and maintain this close connection. The twenty-first 

century offers technology as a powerful source for such reconnections. There is an 

impressive amount of examples on the use of contemporary technologies in language 

revitalization (Greymorning 2008; Hinton 2008b; Jocks 1999). Indigenous peoples 

are creating their own language portals, TV and radio broadcasts, smartphone and 

tablet applications, online dictionaries, Facebook pages, dubbed movies and cartoons, 

etc. Indeed technology is becoming an additional supplement and an exciting tool for 

the language revitalization. However, while thinking about the use of technology in 

language revitalization we should remember that “computer technology can be 

viewed either as a benefit, aid or supplement to language learning or may be viewed 

as a distraction and unnecessary tool” (Galla 2009, 167). Technology cannot provide 

an easy fix to the problem, but it can offer effective assistance in this process. It helps 

to develop and disseminate educational materials and offers “multiple modes of 

communication” (Galla 2009).   

Finding the appropriate software sometimes takes time since it should meet 

the needs of the community; address customary laws, age of the community and its 

ability to learn new technology, the available budget, and other related circumstances. 

In Itelmen case there is no budget for language revitalization expenses. But there are 

some free options to use technologies for the development of the Itelmen language. 

Currently, most Itelmens have smartphones and access to low speed Internet. Keeping 
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this in mind a new initiative immerged in 2016 among Itelmens - the use of the 

Whatsapp application for smartphones. This application has become extremely 

popular in rural Kamchatka since it does not require a high-speed Internet connection 

and investment from the part of the user. It offers free space for individual or group 

chats that is rather used by the citizens of the entire peninsular. Recently people 

started organizing groups of interest in Whatsapp. For example, in Kovran there is a 

Whatsapp group for the village, which they use to share information about cultural 

events and important announcements. There is also a group for parents of 

kindergarten where educators share the related information. Families who do not live 

all in one place also like to create their family groups so that they can meet in 

Whatsapp space and share their news. Whatsapp offers such an easy interface, that it 

has been mastered not only by the youth, but also by the middle-aged generation and 

older. In the Kovran village chat group it is the grown-ups who are more active in 

sharing their knowledge about Kovran, memories, old photos and other thoughts.   

Therefore, it made perfect sense to create an Itelmen language learning 

Whatsapp group. This idea was welcomed and supported by the community. Usually, 

the one who creates the group is the administrator of the group. The administrator can 

add group members and assign more administrators for the group. Currently there are 

several administrators one or two in every village and city where there is interest in 

learning Itelmen. These administrators have the right to add the members of the group 

as well. Therefore, the group now has language learners from Kovran, Khairyuzovo, 

Tigil, Palana, Sobolevo, Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski, Elizovo, Vilyuchinsk, and 

Anavgai. Most of the group members are Itelmens, however the group is not limited 

specifically to Itelmens. Everyone who is willing to practice Itelmen is welcomed in 

this group.    
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 In 2015 the Japanese scholars from Chiba University developed an Itelmen 

keyboard for smartphones using Keyman Free application and now there is a full 

option to have Whatsapp conversations in Itelmen. For language learning we send out 

mini lessons on Itelmen where we learn a word, a sentence, some grammatical rule or 

some language related ethnographic information. Every day we try to practice things 

we learned through constructing small conversations in Itelmen. It is expected that the 

conversations will become more elaborate with the acquisition of more language 

knowledge. WhatsApp language learning group serves as a daily reminder to people 

about their language. Since mini lessons are small and include a few lines of text it is 

most likely that people 

will read this information 

and some will even try to 

remember it. Often these 

mini lessons encourage 

the participants to 

respond. Even though 

many Itelmens might be 

shy to respond publicly 

because of a fear of 

making a mistake and 

being judged, there is an 

assumption that these exercises stimulate the participants of the group to think about 

Itelmen and solve the tasks offered in the group discussion. Some participants send in 

the solved exercises into the personal chat between the facilitator of the exercise and 

the learner encouraging private lessons.  

Figure 7. Example of Itelmen Language Learning 
Group in WhatsApp  
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Often when we think about group chats several concerns might come across 

that are important to remember:  

♦ We cannot expect all members of the group actively participate in the 

discussions, however we should encourage the participation of the group members 

through asking questions and offering solvable assignments. The facilitator should be 

cautious about correcting the mistakes. A good way to correctly point out at the 

mistakes is to give an assignment, wait for several hours while people are responding, 

differentiate the major common mistakes and send out an explanation of the correct 

way of saying without pointing at specific people who were incorrect in solving the 

assignment. If the correction is conducted inappropriately it might create tension and 

people might leave the group. Therefore it is extremely important to set a friendly and 

encouraging tone for the conversations.  

♦ Consistency is an important principle for the effectiveness of the group. The 

facilitator should be consistent in offering new information and new assignments. Yet 

it is important to remember that the members of the group are from different age 

groups, they have different backgrounds, different language experience, knowledge 

and ability to learn. When structuring the message to the group, all of these 

consequences should be kept in mind.  

♦ Group chats tend to expand the conversations outside of the given topic. 

People like to send out anecdotes, spam messages and other unnecessary information. 

Facilitators should keep that in mind and be ready to point these out in an appropriate 

way if such cases occur. The first message to the members of the Itelmen language 

learning Whatsapp group was a layout of the rules that the members should follow 

such as: no spam messages or private conversations unless they are in Itelmen.   

This group has been functioning for several months, but it feels that it is 



	 	 211 

making an impact already. Various generations are in this group and often discussions 

that occur teach more than actual language lessons. Often group members share their 

memories of what they have heard from their grandparents while growing up. The 

group is giving the middle-aged and older generations the motivation to recollect 

those memories and share them with each other and importantly share this valuable 

information with the younger members of the group.  

Older cell phones do not have a platform for Whatsapp software therefore 

some people are unintentionally excluded from the group. The appearance of this 

group encouraged some Itelmens to purchase new smartphones. As a group we also 

decided to collect the money for purchasing a new smartphone for the Itelmen 

language teacher discussed earlier in this chapter so that he could join and guide us 

through the specifics of the Itelmen language. This initiative is relatively new to us, 

but it seems to be a rather promising project.  

This group is turning from a language-learning tool into a major space that 

unites Itelmens. Itelmens are dispersed all over the world but we all remain attached 

to our homeland and people. Technology allows us to partially solve this problem. We 

no longer have to be in the same place to be together. Being thousands of kilometers 

from home I always have my cell phone with me, which means that this group is also 

with me. I know that I have their support and advice no matter where I am situated 

geographically. The group offers a sense of home and connectedness.  

In the previous chapter I mentioned the Itelmen newspaper “Krvǝɬxatnom”. 

This word from Itelmen is translated as “a place to talk”. The Whatsapp group has the 

same name, which is rather symbolic for Itelmens. The newspaper was established in 

the 1990s as an initiative and as a strong statement by the leaders of the Council of 

Itelmen People. Expanding the platform of the newspaper to the new level of being 
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intergraded into the smart phone app, offers an upgrade of the Itelmen revitalization 

movement. This newspaper and the chat group in Whatsapp unites us as a nation and 

strengthens our identities. Those who are still self-conscious about being identified as 

Itelmen and speaking the language have an opportunity to find this power through 

being part of Whatsapp group, which offers a contemporary spin on the immersion 

into Itelmen language and culture.   

Discussion 

The Itelmen community that lives in the rural and urban areas should continue 

to be active and consistent in their attendance of language classes and creation of 

language situations outside. This is the main stimulus that is keeping the teachers 

deeply involved in this challenging and low paid work. Language teachers should also 

have the opportunity to receive additional training. There is a discussion about the 

need to introduce more immersion-like lessons and family education in Russia. 

During this research I have heard from many language educators, language activists, 

language students, and knowledge holders that the language revitalization would work 

best if the lessons were constructed in a less formal structure. However, we are so 

used to the formal educational Soviet-based setting that even though we understand 

that sometimes it does not serve any good for the development of language skills we 

still continue with this model for the lack of knowledge about how this model can be 

improved or changed. I agree with Leanne Hinton that  

“the greatest cause of failure in the teaching of endangered languages 
is inadequate teacher training in language-teaching pedagogy owing 
not to a lack of diligence on anyone’s part, but to lack of opportunity 
and training resources” ( 2008b, 349).  
 
In order to solve this problem, indigenous language teachers should have an 

opportunity to receive some external education outside of Kamchatka. This could 

imply interregional workshops on exchange of educational knowledge on indigenous 
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languages or even more importantly international exchange. The American Indian 

Language Development Institute (AILDI) based at the University of Arizona could be 

a perfect platform for that. Their mission “is to provide critical training to strengthen 

efforts to revitalize and promote the use of Indigenous languages across generations”  

(American Indian Language Development Institute 2016). In order to achieve this 

AILDI organizes workshops to the community members on different topics related to 

language teaching several times a year. In addition, every summer indigenous 

educators from various communities arrive in Tucson, Arizona to receive intense 

AILDI training in different immersion methods, the use of technology, micro-

teaching, transformative teaching and other important components of indigenous 

language teaching.  

I had the pleasure to attend AILDI summer courses. This experience had a 

tremendous influence on the formation of my language educational ideas. Being a 

person who was raised in the Soviet Union System with the standard forms of 

classroom education, AILDI classes surprised me every day and opened my eyes to 

the things that are obvious and make sense. During AILDI I realized how much we 

are stuck in our “Soviet-Russian-minded box”, which is blocked by the idea that there 

is only one way that is right: there is only one right way of development, one right 

way of teaching, one right way of thinking, one right way of saying, and this right 

way is imposed by the dominant Russian worldview. I left the AILDI classes with the 

idea that there is nothing wrong about learning and speaking the ancestral language 

even if there are very limited spaces to use it. Being around indigenous educators 

from various indigenous communities, I realized how strong and united indigenous 

peoples become when they revive their languages. I also understood that language 

immersion is possible for Itelmen, that one does not have to be a fluent speaker of the 
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language in order to revitalize it, and that severely endangered languages or even 

sleeping languages have a chance to return back to the community. This kind of 

knowledge cannot be obtained through reading books and articles. One has to 

experience it in order to fully understand the value and effectiveness of those 

methods. It would be the ultimate goal to provide such an opportunity for Itelmen 

language teachers to have such an experience as well and share their knowledge with 

their students.  

In this chapter I attempted to analyze the measures that can be undertaken to 

ensure effective and productive revitalization of Itelmen language. Some of them 

stand as long-term goals and depend on the will of the government. Some of the 

suggested measures can and should be undertaken immediately. Here we should 

follow the advice of a Blackfeet scholar Darrel Kipp who insists that indigenous 

language activists should  

•  “Never ask permission, never beg to save your language. Never; 

• Never debate the issue. Never; 

• Be very action oriented – just act; 

• Show, don’t tell; 

• Use your language as your curriculum – botany, geography, political science, 

philosophy, history are all embedded in the language” (2000). 

We should stop waiting for someone to revitalize our language for us. It is our 

responsibility to bring Itelmen language back. There is no need to wait for 

somebody’s permission or funding. There are possibilities to enhance language 

revitalization without much outside support. Being united is the main force that can 

bring us to the fluency level in Itelmen.  

My experience of working on revitalization programs shows that Itelmens are 
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responding positively and enthusiastically to language and culture revitalization. They 

simply need a push to bring the excitement about the language learning. Itelmens are 

well aware of the importance of the language and many now are ready to take the 

responsibility of learning it.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS: MAKING SPACES FOR LANGUAGE 

This dissertation is an ethnography of the Itelmen language, the language that 

despite multiple various oppressions is fighting to survive in the Russian Far East. 

Throughout the history of the contact with the Russian dominance Itelmen has shown 

rather strong vitality. It survived through diseases, parish schools, relocations, 

boarding schools, repressions, and other outside interferences. Being classified as 

severely endangered language (UNESCO n.d.) with just a few speakers left, Itelmen 

continues its struggle for sustainable existence. In this research I attempted to provide 

suggestions on the actions that should be taken in order to improve the language 

situation in Kamchatka. The history of the first contact with the Russian Empire, later 

the Soviet Union policies, memories of Itelmens who went through boarding schools, 

analysis of the contemporary legislation of the Russian Federation in relation to 

indigenous languages are presented in this work as the foundational ground for the 

proposed language initiatives.  

Literature offers impressive examples from various parts of the world of 

successful initiatives in the field of language revitalization (Hinton and Hale 2008; 

Hinton, Matt, and Steele 2002; Hinton 2003; Warner and No’eau 2008; King 2008; 

Baldwin 2003; Greymorning 2008; Grounds and Grounds 2013; Sims 2008). These 

were important for the formation of my views on the language revitalization planning 

processes and provided an insight on what methods might work for the Itelmen 

language. The experience of working in the Itelmen community as well as being part 

of this community also served as a major background and fundamental for laying out 

the suggestions to move language revitalization forward.  
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There is much work ahead of us along with many challenges. One of the most 

upsetting challenges is that someday the Masters of Itelmen will be gone and we will 

have to rely solely on ourselves and on the expertise of the linguists. All the 

knowledge of the elders cannot be documented and learned, nevertheless it does not 

mean, that we should not continue putting our efforts into learning more from our 

elders even if they live in a different village. It is crucially important now to 

encourage elder-youth meetings of various kinds among Itelmens. It is commonly 

said that the youth are our future. In the context of the language loss, elders are also 

our future. Without their knowledge our future will be different. Therefore, in the 

conclusion I want to talk about a space that was created so that the elders have a 

chance to pass on their knowledge to the future generations. While in the previous 

chapters the focus was more on the community and its efforts in language 

revitalization, it is important to present here the ways language documentation can 

serve the revitalization of Itelmen.  

“Kŋaloz’a’n ujeret’i’n ŋetełkila’n” – Keepers of the Native Hearth 

Keepers of the Native Hearth is a space, created by David Koester (currently a 

professor at the University of Alaska Fairbanks) and Victoria Petrasheva (indigenous 

scholar, currently a researcher at the Kamchatka Branch of the Pacific Institute of 

Geography, Russian Academy of Sciences) in order to document traditional 

knowledge of Itelmens. This space appeared during the Kamchatka Ethnographic 

Ecological Expedition of 1993-1994 when David Koester, his students Jonathan 

Bobaljik and Ingrid Summers and Victoria Petrasheva united to carry out extended 

research of the Itelmen language and culture. For a year the scholars lived in Kovran 

village together immersed into Itelmen lifestyle and gathering linguistic data, 
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ethnographic materials, life histories, music, medicinal knowledge, stories and 

legends.  

One might think: “Too much research. Would the community assent to such 

thorough investigation?” Over the years this research proved to be a dedicated study 

for the Itelmen community rather then a research for pure academic purposes. Most of 

the elders, whose stories were collected, passed away over the last ten years. The 

recordings of these stories are the only references today on the ancient Itelmen 

history. Having five fluent speakers left now, linguistic data collected in the 1990s by 

Bobaljik is priceless. These researchers continue to closely work with the community 

and moreover produce publications for the community relating history, culture and 

language (Bobaljik 2001; Koester and Petrasheva 1997; Koester, Petrasheva, and 

Degai 2010; V.V. Petrasheva and Koester 2002). Strong friendship ties have evolved 

between these researches and community members. They were accepted into the 

community as community intelligentsia and this created a space for those who are 

interested in revitalization and development of Itelmen heritage. This space now can 

symbolically be called Keepers of the Native Hearth. 

The title appeared during the scientific-cultural gatherings of Itelmens 

“Keepers of the Native Hearth” which were held in 1994 and 1995 in Upper 

Paratunka area about 60 km from the capital city of Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski. They 

were organized by Koester and Petrasheva and supported by International Research 

and Exchange Board (IREX), Administration of Tigil Region, Kamchatka Regional 

Committee on the Environment, Kamchatka Center of Ecology and Environment 

“Kamchatka-Ethnos” (Victoria V. Petrasheva and Koester 2002). For these meetings 

the organizers managed to bring together elders and knowledge holders from various 

Itelmen villages. The gatherings lasted for a week filled with rituals, ethno 
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architecture activities, traditional knowledge exchange, language and dance lessons, 

crafting, story sharing, lectures on history, and book presentations of Itelmen authors. 

It was a space where Itelmen conversations occurred daily and the younger generation 

had a chance to participate in those conversations.  

In 1995 I was 13 years old. Growing up in the city, which was not a very 

friendly to the people with a non-Slavic look; the gathering of Itelmens was a place 

where I felt myself ‘normal’ for the first time. A seed of understanding that despite of 

my skin color and my eye shape I could be a successful and self-sufficient person was 

planted during those gatherings.  Keepers of the Native Hearth were a space where an 

Itelmen person could find herself and understand Itelmen identity. It was a strong 

statement of the Itelmens that they live on the land of their ancestors, and that their 

culture and language is not only alive but it is lived every day through speaking the 

language and practicing traditional activities.  

It was not until 2012 when the next Gathering of Itelmens was organized again 

by Koester, Petrasheva, and myself. Almost the same organizers, but it was held 

under very different circumstances. Russia in the 2000s is an absolutely different 

country then what it was in the 1990s. Prices are much higher, travelling became 

more difficult to manage, absolutely no financial support from the government topped 

with an entirely different level of misunderstanding between indigenous peoples of 

Kamchatka and the State. For these reasons, Keepers of the Native Hearth-2012 was 

entirely funded by the National Science Foundation as part of the collaborative 

project “Integrated Audio/Visual Documentation of Itelmen,” of the University of 

Connecticut (Jonathan Bobaljik, PI) and the University of Alaska Fairbanks (David 

Koester, PI). Some support was offered also by the Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski City 

Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North.  
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Another difficulty was that knowledge holders turned over 70 years old and it 

was a challenge for them to travel on the airplane to Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski and 

then three hours by bus to the Malki area where the participants of the gathering 

stayed. For health reasons one of the elders arrived from Khabarovski Krai with her 

daughter who was a doctor. It was such an emotional meeting that some elders needed 

medical assistance. We were blessed to have a doctor come to take good care of all 

the elders at the Gathering.  

Out of eight remaining fluent speakers of Itelmen we managed to bring seven - 

six women and one man. The participants of the gathering were flying in from 

Kovran, Tigil, Palana and Khabarovsk. We were lucky to have good weather in 

Kamchatka and almost everyone managed to arrive to Petropavlovsk-Kamchatski on 

the same day. It was an unforgettable emotional moment to see when the elders met at 

the airport after many years. Some of them were classmates at school in the village 

that has been relocated long ago; some were close relatives, like sisters Zoya and 

Galina; some – close friends. During the meeting they immediately switched into 

Itelmen.  Despite the fact that they were using different dialects, they could 

understand each other and share their news. For me it was the first time to hear live 

Itelmen conversations since I was 13 years old, during the first gatherings. This 

moment was meant to be paused, replayed, lived and enjoyed again and again. A lot 

of voiceless excitement, without screaming, jumping around and loud voices; 

serenity, but extreme excitement – this is how real Itelmens socialize.     

We called it the Summer Field School of Itelmen “Keepers of the Native 

Hearth – 2012”. Along with the elders several middle-aged keepers of Itelmen 

knowledge arrived as well. Most of them were passive speakers of the Itelmen. For 

them it was time to remember and practice their language skills. Young indigenous 
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leaders were invited to join the school, practice the linguistic field methods and learn 

the language.  

It was an eight-day event the goal of which was to create a language 

environment and record as many life conversation in Itelmen as possible. Since there 

are not that many chances in everyday life to speak Itelmen it was difficult for the 

elders to converse only in Itelmen at the beginning, but after several days they were 

back to Itelmen-only conversations and were able to create language environment 

throughout the entire day.   

Different activities took place during the gathering (detailed program of the 

Gathering is attached in the Appendix G). After having the consent forms signed, the 

research team38 tried to audio and video record every communicative event that we 

witnessed. We recorded spontaneous conversations during lunch, walks in nature, 

swimming in the pool, or in the evenings when the elders met to remember the old 

times. We also constructed some situations so that the speakers had spontaneous 

conversations on the given topic.  

It was an honor to have a distinguished linguist Alexander P. Volodin who is 

also an elder now come from St. Petersburg. Volodin together with a Japanese linguist 

recognized for working with the Northern Dialect of Itelmen Chikako Ono and fluent 

speakers had a chance to proof check index cards, that Volodin collected during his 

study of Itelmen in the 1960’s. These data are to be used for the dictionary of all 

Itelmen languages that will come out as a separate, coordinated project 

(“Comprehensive Itelmen Dictionary” NSF BCS 1263668).    

																																																								
38 The research team was: David Koester (University of Alaska Fairbanks, USA), Chikako Ono 
(Chiba University, Japan), Alexander Volodin (Institute of Linguistic Research, St. Petersburg), 
Victoria Petrasheva (Kamchatka Branch of the Pacific Institute of Geography, Kamchatka), Anatoli 
Sorokin (Kamchatka Organization of the Youth of Indigenous Peoples of the North “Druzhba 
Severyan”, Kamchatka), Victor Ryzhkov (a teacher of Itelmen language, Kamchatka), Liivo Niglas 
(University of Tartu, Estonia), and Tatiana Degai (University of Arizona, USA).  
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The program was abundant with interesting linguistic and ethnohistoric 

exercises. Below are some examples of the exercises with the discussion of the 

mistakes and the achievements that might be useful to keep in mind for the future 

research and meetings of this kind. 

Speaking With The Baby 

Three speakers of the Northern dialect were left with a child of an eleven 

month to play with in Itelmen. It turned to be quite a challenging task. The elders are 

not used to speaking Itelmen with the children any more. They understand that the 

language would return to active life only if children start speaking it, but still it was 

difficult for them to overcome the idea that Itelmen is the language of the elders and 

conversations in Itelmen can occur only between fluent speakers. Various 

circumstances affected the course of this exercise:  

1. The speakers did not know the baby very well, it was not their grandson, 

and therefore they were not sure how to act with this baby and what to offer him as 

entertainment;  

2. The environment was different from their home environment where the 

elders are used to be with their children. The activity took place at the house where 

they stayed in Malki. There were cameras, digital recorders, and outside people who 

wanted to watch this activity and learn from the elders. This environment turned the 

activity into a formal and uncomfortable setting;  

3. The baby that participated in the task was my son. I decided to leave the 

room so that he would not be destructed by my presence and get more involved 

playing with the elders. Having watched the video recording of this exercise and 

analyzing it, I understand now that I should have stayed with the baby and tried 

playing with him involving elders, guiding them and the baby on conducting activities 
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together, encouraging the speakers to tell tales or explain the objects to the baby.  

Also the baby was much more energetic then the elders and they needed a younger 

person to help them run after him. After that exercise all the ladies immediately fell 

asleep. Indeed this task was exhausting to elderly women.  

Some positive outcomes from the exercise:  

In a few minutes of being with the baby the elders managed to switch into 

Itelmen-only conversations. The speakers have not been able to remember Itelmen 

baby songs or chants; however they started to translate common Russian baby songs 

and poems into Itelmen to use during this exercise. This was a good outcome of the 

task. This brings up to the idea that Itelmens need to start translation of contemporary 

famous songs, stories, and tales into the language. The application of this method 

provides an opportunity to remember the words and their meaning faster, because the 

learning material is somewhat related to what the learner of the language already 

knows and grew up with. For example the Happy Birthday song is translated into 

many Native American languages, and it proves to be a good learning exercise for 

learning the language. Alutiiq language activists also suggest an example of such a 

project. Being extremely proactive in revitalizing their language, they translated a 

number of contemporary songs like the ABC-song, Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, 

Alaska’s Flag Song and also authored their own new songs in Alutiiq 

(http://www.alutiiqlanguage.org/html/songs.php).  This important method definitely 

should be used in revitalizing Itelmen language as well. 

Mistakes and lessons learned from this activity stress the importance of paying 

attention to the various minor details that significantly affect proper language 

documentation. These should be kept in mind for the future initiatives on language 

documentation initiatives.  
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BowPed Exercise 

 Topological relations picture series or “BowPed” was developed at the 

Language and Cognition Department of Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in 

order to “elicit expressions of spatial relations” (Bowerman and Pederson 1992). We 

used this method during the gathering to understand the use of the locatives in 

Itelmen. For this task we asked all fluent speakers to sit down together, the observers 

were allowed to watch 

the process in the 

back of the room. The 

elders were to look at 

the picture shown on 

the screen and make a 

sentence in Itelmen. 

(For example: A 

spider is on the wall. A shoe is on foot. A hat is on the head.) A trained linguist stood 

by the screen. His goal was to help the elders make sentences through asking them 

questions in Itelmen, such as: What is this? Where is the spider? Where is the box?  

Soon after the exercise started we all understood that pictures were not appropriate for 

the Itelmen language. They were about contemporary lives to which the speakers 

could not relate their language. Since Itelmen language has not been developing over 

the last 60-70 years, the pictures portraying a stamp on an envelope, an apple on a 

tree, a telephone hanging on the wall, etc. did not seem to be meant for translation 

into Itelmen for the speakers. They know what an apple is, but apples have never 

grown on Itelmen lands, therefore there is no reason to translate that into the 

language. Even though the focus of this exercise was on the morphological structure 

Figure	8:	Example	from	Topological	
Relations	Picture	Series,	p.	14		



	 	 225 

of the language, it was the semantics that played a crucial role in the success of this 

task. Nevertheless, the elders fulfilled the assignment and managed to find out the 

ways to translate sentences describing contemporary realities, which is an important 

achievement that introduces us into the ways that Itelmen language can be used and 

applied to the realities of the 21st century.  

Having learned this lesson, later together with the Kamchatkan designer we 

developed a number of pictures that we thought were more culturally correct and 

appropriate for working with Itelmen locatives such as: a dog on a sledge, a mosquito 

on a hand, ice on water, needles in the needle case, etc. The pictures seemed to turn 

out rather good and spoke about Itelmen culture, however, when we started working 

with the fluent speaker, she noticed some inaccuracies in portraying Itelmen life in the 

drawings.  For example: fish on a stick. Fishing is a common and important 

subsistence practice for Itelmens. Often Itelmens would string fish through its gills on 

a stick so that they can carry it home when they do not have a bag with them. Since 

the designer is not Itelmen himself and has never been to Itelmen areas, he understood 

the sentence “fish on stick” 

as a fish being strung on an 

arrow as if it was hunted. 

The language speaker 

immediately noticed this 

mismatch by saying: “We 

don’t do that”. There were 

some other pictures that 

did not portray Itelmen 

reality correctly, however these mistakes forced the speaker to describe all those 

Figure	9:	Example	from	an	Itelmen	BowPed	
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details in the language. These pictures that were related to Itelmen culture, made the 

speaker not only produce one sentence with a locative (which is the main goal of this 

exercise), but also stimulated the speaker to remember stories in relation to the 

pictures, provide a full description of what the elder saw in the picture, or create her 

own story. It moved our research from language documentation to the ethno linguistic 

study of Itelmen.   

Festival of the First Salmon 

During the Gathering simultaneously with language documentation, we 

conducted ethnographic work aimed at collecting memories about the life in relocated 

villages, the role of school in the life of the language, life histories of the participants, 

transcribed old songs, remembered, and wrote down several family trees using 

contemporary technologies. The program also was filled with book presentations, 

story sharing, language lessons, and thematic discussions, such as the discussion of 

the dialects, writing system, ways to move forward, etc.  

The Gathering took place early June, during the time of the first salmon run. 

Therefore, it was a great opportunity to remember and celebrate an ancient Itelmen 

festival dedicated to the greeting of the first salmon of the season. The participants 

discussed the details of the festival, scenario and language used. Guests from the city 

were also invited, and Petropavkovsk-Kamchatski City Administration generously 

provided a big tourist bus for the ones who wanted to come to Malki resort, which is a 

three-hour drive from the city, to celebrate this event with the participants of the 

gathering. Petropavkovsk-Kamchatski City Association of Indigenous Peoples 

delivered salmon for native cuisine.  

The Festival of the First Salmon is celebrated by all indigenous groups of 

Kamchatka in many villages. It is also celebrated downtown of Petropavlovsk-
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Kamchatski in early June. Usually it is a daylong celebration with dance 

performances of various ethnic dance groups, fish soup, tea and games. During the 

Festival in Malki we concentrated on the ceremony of greeting the first salmon. It was 

strikingly different from what I have observed before. The entire mode of conducting 

a ceremony was unusual for a city person. It was calm and peaceful. No loud voices, 

contemporary instruments39, and acting. The elders were natural and unconstrained in 

saying thanks to the river and asking for much salmon to come. The celebration was 

conducted in order to maintain the tradition rather than popularize or show it.  

The issue of access to salmon40 resources is extremely complicated in 

Kamchatka. Indigenous peoples fill restrained in their rights to free access to salmon, 

therefore the Festival of the First Salmon is often a political statement of Indigenous 

peoples. The Festival in Malki was a political statement as well. We did manage to 

unite many Itelmens from various places and show that Itelmen culture is a living 

entity. However, during the Gathering we tried to enhance the Festival with a strong 

spiritual content. It was held during the last day of the Gathering, when everyone 

could relax after a week of intense work on language documentation, enjoy meeting 

with friends and relatives and celebrate being Itelmens.  

Transforming Language Documentation Data into a 

User-Friendly Learning Aid 

The Gathering of Itelmen speakers of 2012 may have been the last meeting of 

this kind. The time is going away implacably leaving fewer and fewer speakers and 

there definitely should be more gatherings. The outcomes of this meeting are yet to be 

																																																								
39 Popular contemporary instruments of Itelmens are drums, which have been borrowed from 
neighboring Koryaks and accordion, borrowed from Cossacks. These instruments have become so 
popular with the Itelmens, that they are almost considered traditional nowadays. However, during 
ceremonies Itelmens try to avoid the use of those.  
40 Kamchatka is home for all six species of the Pacific wild salmon. It is the main source of subsistence 
of Itelmens and other indigenous groups of Kamchatka.  
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seen and much documented data needs to be analyzed. These materials are treasuries 

of living histories of the Itelmens of the 20th century and of language resources for 

language activists. Much data that has been shared by the knowledge holders during 

these gatherings was used in this dissertation research in the analysis of the 

circumstances of the language loss among Itelmens. Linguistic recordings also served 

as a platform to create some educational materials for the community, which over the 

last several years have been used by the teachers and language learners in their efforts 

to revitalize the Itelmen language.   

Ənjč’e’n ansxa’n – Fish Parts 

During the Gathering the researchers were responsible for their own sections 

to document. As a beginning investigator I helped around and conducted my own 

small investigation on several thematic areas such as baby language, salmon related 

vocabulary, herbs, songs and poems. For clarifying the vocabulary related to salmon 

we set down with fluent speakers of both dialects of Itelmen, went through the picture 

of salmon and recorded the words they used to describe fish. A poster of fish parts 

was published as the outcome of this exercise (Appendix H). It provides a learner the 

opportunity to study parts of salmon in both dialects.  

The publication of the poster was funded through a different project that is 

absolutely not related to language revitalization or documentation, but is aiming at 

wild salmon conservation in Kamchatka with the high involvement of indigenous 

peoples. In applying for this funding emphasis was placed on the idea that salmon 

conservation can be most effective if people become more familiar with traditional 

indigenous knowledge where an indigenous language plays a major role in holding a 

large amount of knowledge about sustainable use of nature resources in Kamchatka 

such as salmon. The published posters were disseminated for free to the libraries, 
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schools, language teachers and dedicated language learners. These posters are proving 

to be needed among Itelmens since they continue asking for more of them.   

Xałč mǝnčaqałkiče’n – Let’s Sing! 

During the Gathering of speakers of Itelmen it was important to document 

singing and story telling traditions. Some elders were especially interested into having 

their songs recorded as well as the poems that they had translated from Russian into 

Itelmen. The speakers were also asked to transcribe and translate the recordings of the 

songs that were recorded in the 1960s by Volodin during his fieldwork among the 

Itelmens. Knowing that singing and dancing is an important component of being 

Itelmen, language educational tools should involve this exciting artistic and very 

traditional aspect of Itelmen character as well.  

Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer noticed that dance and songs are “An exception 

to the generally negative associations with Native-language use” (1999, 67). Our 

language lives through dance and songs now and it is the performers who know and 

practice language the most after the fluent speakers. Nevertheless traditional Itelmen 

khodila singing is endangered as well. Khodilas are a kind of a walking song, which 

Itelmens used to create during harvesting nature crops or walking long distances. 

Linguists recorded several khodilas during the 20th century and these are the only 

khodilas that contemporary Itelmens know. No new khodilas have been created in a 

long time. Itelmen songs that have been created in recent years have a strong 

influence of the Russian folk singing traditions. Those are also important for Itelmen 

identity and for language revitalization. Life is moving on, and cultures are adapting 

and altering to the rapidly changing world. Unfortunately in this rush to adapt some 

ancient traditions are getting lost.  
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For the Itelmen language revitalization program it is important that we 

maintain the tradition of khodila singing. To support that endeavor in 2014 the 

Community House of Kovran issued an Itelmen DVD of songs with videos and 

subtitles. This DVD includes 15 songs and khodilas that were recorded or transcribed 

during the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers in 2012. Each song is presented in the form 

of a short video movie with the introduction of the singer and credits to transcriber, 

translator, and editor of the video, photographers and others so that copyright issues 

do not occur in the future. Since there are no video recordings of the singers, the 

songs are followed with the videos of nature from Itelmen lands or archival and 

contemporary photographs of the Itelmen life. These videos also include the words of 

the songs and translation. This way the learner has an opportunity to hear the singer, 

follow the words and understand what the song is about and further improve Itelmen 

language skills through learning Itelmen songs. The DVD comes with a booklet 

consisting of texts of the songs and translation.  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Example of the layout of the song video, where 
 the top line is Itelmen, bottom line is Russian translation  
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Sometimes this DVD is called Itelmen karaoke; however, it offers more than 

simple song learning. Many singers whose songs, and especially khodilas, are 

presented in the DVD are gone, but through this tool their descendants gain access to 

this knowledge and an opportunity to learn the ancient singing of their fathers, 

grandfathers and great-grandmothers. While these songs were mostly in the archives 

of the linguists (and we are thankful to them for having recorded these songs and 

saving them for the future generations) now they have become accessible to the wider 

community not only to hear, but also to learn. Itelmens of middle-aged generation 

remember hearing those khodilas, but after the singers of those songs passed away 

they were not sang any more.  

This DVD was created based on a free iMovie program. It was at the final 

stage when several sources decided to fund the production of the DVD. An Itelmen 

businessman offered help when he found out about this project, which brought even 

more pride to the process since businessmen usually do not support projects of this 

kind. Indeed, the fact that an Itelmen businessmen offered help added value to the 

Itelmen karaoke DVD since it was solely a community-driven project. When the 

DVD was ready, the Regional Ministry of Culture also offered support for the 

publication. At the end 250 DVDs were published and distributed among Itelmens.  

It is important that language educational materials are free for those who are 

interested and active in learning Itelmen language. Learning Itelmen is a challenging 

responsibility and the learners should be encouraged through having free and easy 

access to the learning materials. Itelmen DVD of songs was also uploaded online as 

an Itelmen karaoke channel (https://vimeo.com/channels/990935). The songs 

presented in the DVD do not imply a sacred nature and Itelmens traditionally have 

been rather public about sharing their non-material heritage, such as dance, festivals 



	 	 232 

and rituals, therefore uploading songs online is viewed by Itelmens as a positive thing 

that is bringing more attention to our small aboriginal group. Although in Kamchatka 

Internet connection is not good and many have difficulties accessing things online, the 

Itelmen Karaoke Channel can be easy accessed by Itelmens who live outside of 

Kamchatka offering a reconnection with their tribe.  

The outcomes of this initiative were seen a year after the DVD was issued 

during the annual traditional Itelmen celebration “Alkhalalalai”. People presented 

songs they learned from this DVD as part of their performances or various 

competition assignments such as song competition or a competition of a true Itelmen 

housewife. Among the performers many were young representatives, which is a 

significant indicator that shows the positive outcomes of the initiative.  

Itelmen language is not spoken on a daily basis and conversations occur in 

Itelmen rather seldom. This project involving contemporary technologies offers the 

young generation a fascinating and easy way to get introduced and learn some of their 

ancestral language and it provides middle-aged generation an extra platform to 

reconnect with their relatives. While working on this DVD I had mixed expectations. 

It was unclear how the community would receive this initiative. Since this initiative 

was intended for a wider audience, there was no place of errors. The wording of the 

songs and the translation had to be precise. After this DVD was disseminated among 

Itelmens I received a number of phone-calls from the Itelmens whose parents’ 

khodilas are presented in this DVD. Those were emotional conversations. People 

were thankful, happy, nostalgic, and hopeful. It was impressive to receive such a flow 

of emotions, which was extremely rewarding.  

Karaoke DVD, the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers are examples of practical 

steps that can support the language revitalization. These are also examples of how 
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academic research can be transformed to serve the urgent needs of the community. 

While the Gathering of Itelmen Speakers has been organized to gather linguistic data, 

these data will assist the community in providing language references and expertise in 

various language initiatives for a long time from now.   

Family-Neighborhood-Community 

“RLS efforts are very sensitive, due to their very goal-consciousness per se, to 
the constant diminution in the numbers or portions of speakers/users of the language-

in-culture on behalf of which they struggle, to the incursions of time, to the fact that 
things were better ‘then’ than they are ‘now’”. 

(Fishman 1990, 10) 

When a language is severely endangered and has very few speakers, language 

revitalization turns into a rather emotional process. We are sad when the speaker 

passes away, we are happy when a language conversation occurs, and even happier 

when we hear a child using at least phrases or words in the language. Every small 

achievement becomes an impressive step towards the language revival, but it is 

always filled with a sense of loss - the loss of our elders, loss of our homelands, loss 

of ancient traditions. With each step we try to overcome these losses and keep true to 

our roots. Language revitalization is challenging at many levels: emotionally, 

physiologically, financially, and politically. Therefore, nobody has the right to blame 

indigenous peoples for losing their languages and not being able to relearn them. 

Encouragement of learners, teachers, and fluent speakers should be assured in this 

apprehensive but rewarding process.  

Throughout this dissertation study I have been searching for the various 

options that allow creating friendly, empowering, meaningful, and motivational 

spaces for language learning, practice and use. Those who are working on language 

revitalization insist that in order to revitalize a language we need to use this 

endangered language in as many locales as possible and create diverse environments 
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for language use (Kalili 2016; Baloy 2011; Hinton and Hale 2008). We also need to 

think about “making practical places for language”, which Baloy in her study on the 

language revitalization in the urban area explains as “identifying and securing 

possible places and times for language learning and use that are constructive to an 

urban environment” (Baloy 2011, 531). The same statement is true for the rural area 

as well. Itelmens continue making attempts to create these much needed spaces with 

or without external support.  

In Table 5 I attempted to construct a language revitalization plan that involves 

multiple spaces, that were described in detail throughout this dissertation, for Itelmen 

learning and use. All of those spaces are interconnected and sustain the progress of 

one another. Not all of these initiatives are in place, but most of them can be 

implemented with the resources that are currently available.  

Table 4: Possible Spaces for Language Revitalization 

Locati
on 

Instituti
on 

Age Initiatives  Frequency Additional 
Comments 

Kovra
n 

Kinderg
arten 

1.5-7 Language 
Immersion 

30 minutes 2/3 
times a week 

children & 
teachers’ 
education 

Traditional 
Celebrations 

annually children, teachers 
& parents 
education 

School 7-17 Language 
Lessons 

1-2 hours a 
week 

formal education 

Language 
Kruzhok 

1-2 hours a 
week 

informal 
education 

Commu
nity 
House 

variou
s ages 

Itelmen 
Language-
Learning 
Circle (ILLC) 

2-3 times a 
week 

Family education 

Development 
of learning 
materials 

annually Itelmen Karaoke 
DVD, posters, 
etc. 

Language-
learning 

daily  Open to 
everyone who is 
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WhatsApp 
group 

willing to learn 
the language 
from outside 
Kovran 

Dance and 
Crafts Circle 

1-3 hours a 
week 

preschool & 
school children 

Language 
Competitions 

annually family education 

Traditional 
Celebrations 

annually all ages 

Tigil Fluent 
Speaker
s 

Elders 
of 70 
years 
and up 

Language 
Documentati
on 

  
2011-2016  

Audio-visual 
project on 
documentation of 
Itelmen language 
(UConn, UAF, 
UChiba in Japan, 
Institute of 
Linguistic 
research in St. 
Petersburg)  

Palana Fluent 
Speaker
s 

Language 
Documentati
on 

Pedagog
ical 
College 

young 
adults 

Language 
Lessons 

1-2 hours a 
week 

formal education 

Institute 
of the 
Improve
ment of 
Qualific
ation of 
Pedagog
ical 
Personal  

special
ists 

Development 
of teaching 
aids and 
school 
curriculums 

annually currently no 
specialist in 
Itelmen language 

Petrop
avlovs
k-
Kamc
hatski 

Kamcha
tka 
State 
Library 
of 
Krashen
innikov 

variou
s ages 

Language 
Lessons 

1 hour a week   

Druzhba 
Severya
n 

young 
adults 

Language 
Lessons 

1 hour a week   

Use of 
Language in 

daily online chats 
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Social 
Networks 
Dance and 
Celebrations 

annually   

Council 
of 
Itelmens 
"Tkhsan
om" 

variou
s ages 

"Krvǝɬxatno
m" 
Newspaper 
page in 
Itelmen  

from time to 
time 

  

Traditional 
Itelmen 
Celebration 
"Alkhalalalai
" 

annually in 
September 

In Kovran and in 
Pimchakh (near 
Petropavlovsk-
Kamchatski) 

   Elder-youth 
gatherings 

annually In one of 
traditional 
Itelmen ground 

 Adminis
tration 
of 
Kamcha
tski 
Krai 

variou
s ages 

Complex of Measures on Preservation and 
Propagation of Traditional Culture, Securing of 
Traditional Subsistence Environment and 
Traditional Land Use of Indigenous Peoples of the 
North, Siberia and the Far East Living in 
Kamchatski Krai for 2014-2018 
  
Regional 
Language 
Competitions 

annual  

Much needed 
Law on Indigenous Languages 
Foundation of Language Revitalization Initiatives 

Committee on Indigenous Languages Issues 
Heritage Center of Indigenous Peoples of 
Kamchatski Krai  

 

The initiatives offered in this table marked in bold are the ones that are 

currently in place. Some of them have immerged recently and their effectiveness is 

yet to be examined over time. Many of these initiatives may require more time but it 

does not mean that we should not aim for those goals. Reversing language shift 

(RLS), explained well by Fishman (1991), or revitalizing indigenous language is a 
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challenging task for any community. The examples of successful initiatives 

throughout the world have examined and proven the statement of Fishman that “RLS 

emphasis must concentrate on family-neighborhood-community building boundary-

setting efforts” (Fishman 1990, 5) and have a strong concentration on generational 

linkages. In this scheme, neighborhood-community serves as the foundational 

platform for the social support of the intergenerational knowledge transition in the 

families (1990, 29).   

Various language activists indicate that in language revitalization we should 

allow more flexibility of how the language is taught, where, and when and consider 

how cultural practices as well as social, political, and psychological factors influence 

the way the RLS process is developed for an endangered language. We should also 

remember that no matter what the political and economic situation imposes on the 

Itelmens we should stay united as a People, which is the most crucial component in 

bringing the Itelmen language back to life. No matter how strong the language activist 

is, language revitalization will not be possible without the support of the community. I 

want to conclude this dissertation with the words of wisdom from the Master and 

Apprentice Language-Learning Program that has served as an inspiration to many 

indigenous peoples involved in language revitalization. These words encourage 

believing and respecting each other and yourself as members of one People and one 

community.    

 “Be sensitive to each other’s needs; be Patient and  
proud of each other and yourselves!” 
 (Hinton, Matt, and Steele 2002, 112)    
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APPENDIX A: List of interview questions 
	
Questionnaire for the teachers 

1. Name 
2. Where were you born? Where did you grow up? 
3. Did your parents speak Itelmen? 
4. How long have you been learning Itelmen? 
5. What caused you to learn Itelmen language? 
6. How in your opinion can we bring language back to life? 
7. Do you speak Itelmen at home or outside? 
8. What is missing for the development of Itelmen? 

Вопросник для преподавателей 
1. ФИО 
2. Где родился, вырос? 
3. Кто родители? Говорили ли родители на национальном языке? 
4. Как давно вы изучаете ительменский язык? 
5. Как возник интерес к изучению ительменского языка? 
6. Как можно вернуть ительменский язык к жизни? 
7. Дома разговариваете? В быту? 
8. Чего еще не хватает для развития языка? 

 
Questionnaire for young adult learners 

1. Name 
2. Where were you born and raised? 
3. Who are you parents? Did they speak the native language? 
4. How long have you been learning Itelmen? 
5. Did you learn Itelmen at school? 
6. Can tell about your language lessons? 
7. Why did you get interested in learning Itelmen? 
8. How can we bring Itelmen back to life? 
9. What would you like to do for that? 
10. Do you speak the language at home and outside? 
11. What is the role of dance and songs? 
12. What is missing for the development of the language? 

Вопросник для молодежи 
1. ФИО 
2. Где родился, вырос? 
3. Кто родители? Говорили ли родители на национальном языке? 
4. Как давно вы изучаете ительменский язык? 
5. В школе изучали? 
6. Расскажите подробнее как проходили уроки? 
7. Почему возник интерес к ительменскому языку? 
8. Как можно вернуть ительменский язык к жизни? 
9. Что бы ты хотел сделать для этого? 
10. Дома разговариваете? В быту? 
11. Роль танцев и песен? 
12. Чего еще не хватает для развития языка? 
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APPENDIX B: A Letter of Support From the Kamchatka Association of Indigenous 
Peoples of The North 
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APPENDIX C: A Letter of Support From the Council of Itelmens “Tkhsanom” 
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APPENDIX D: List of People Interviewed 
  

1. Georgy D. Zaporotsky - fluent speaker, interview day - June 15, 2012  

2. Galina A. Zaporotskaya - fluent speaker, interview day - June 13, 2012  

3. Zoya A. Kuzmina - fluent speaker, interview day - June 13, 2012  

4. Agrafena D. Ivashova - fluent speaker, interview day - June 14, 2012  

5. Lyudmila E. Pravdoshina - fluent speaker, interview day - June 12, 2012  

6. Nadezhda I. Chatkina - fluent speaker, interview day - June 12, 2012  

7. Svetlana N. Mironenko - fluent speaker, interview day - June 15, 2012  

8. Valentina I. Belova - fluent speaker, interview day - June 15, 2012  

9. Victoria E. Fedotova - fluent speaker, interview day - June 15, 2012  

10. Vera I. Pravdoshina - fluent speaker, interview day – January 3, 2012; March 

12, 2012; March 26, 2012; June 15, 2012   

11. Anatoli N. Levkovski – passive speaker, middle-aged knowledge holder, 

interview day – June 5, 2012  

12. Lyudmila S. Kuznetsova - passive speaker, middle-aged knowledge holder, 

interview day – June 5, 2012  

13. Viktor Ryzhkov – teacher of Itelmen, interview day – 25 June, 2014 

14. Anatoli Sorokin, coordinator for the language revitalization work of the NGO 

indigenous youth organization “Druzhba Severyan”, interview taken – 20 

June, 2014 

15. Tatiana K. Zaeva – teacher of Itelmen, interview day – 24 March, 2015 
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APPENDIX E Examples of Language Immersion Lesson Plans 1 & 2 

Lesson Plan 1 

Unit: Nature 
Theme: My homeland  
Lesson: Animals 
Date:  
What 
students 
will 
learn? 

What 
students will 
do? 

How? Materials 
needed 

Words 
for: 
• Bear 
• Fish 
• Sea-
gull 
• Raven 
• Wolver
ine  
• Seal  
 
Phrase 
for: 
Animal 
lives in 
Kovran 

Observe and 
listen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Repeat 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Attempt to 
follow and 
respond 
appropriatel
y 
 
 
 

STEP1 SETTING 
 
a) Introduce myself in IL  
b) T shows picture of Kovran: 
nux Kavral sin – This is Kovran 
b) Introduction of the words with the 
pictures of the animals: 
Kavralk  

• metsk'ai 
• əñçeʔn 
• jaӄjaӄ 
• ӄlajo 
• tӄmiʔaj 
• fitfit 

sunsin. 
In Kovran a bear, fish, sea-gul, crow, 
walverine, seal leave.  
 
STEP2 MODELING 
 
Learning dance movements for the 
animals 
 
Ex.1:  
Practicing words in a circle: 
Ls and T go around in a circle. T 
names an animal, Ls repeat the word 
and show the animal together. 
 
STEP 3 BACK TO THE 
STUDENTS  
 
Ex.2 
As if I am a bear 
Ls sit in a circle. T shows the 
movement of an animal, Ls guess 
who it is. One of the Ls can take a 

 
 
 
Picture of 
Kovran 
 
Pictures of the 
animals 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Audio recording 
of the song 
played via a Cd 
player or a 
computer 
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Attempt to 
use the 
language 

place of a T if not shy.  
 
 
STEP 4 INTEGRATION 
 
Ex.3 
Dancing 
Ls stand in a row, T stand in front of 
them. “As if I am a…” song plays 
which has 8 verses. 6 of the verses 
talk about the learned animals. When 
Ls recognize an animal, they dance it 
together with a T.  
Repeat the dance 
 
STEP 5 FUNCTIONAL 
 
Ex. 4 
…animal lives in Kamchatka 
Ls look on the wall with pictures and 
try to say “A bear lives in 
Kamchatka”, etc.  
 

 
 
 
Map of Kovran, 
pictures of 
animals 
 
 
 
 
 

Heritage language standard: describe the homeland 
State standard: describe the homeland 

 

Lesson Plan 2 

Unit: Nature 
Theme: My homeland (continue) 
Lesson: Animals 
Date:  
What 
students 
will 
learn? 

What 
students will 
do? 

How? Materials needed 

Words 
for: 
• River 
• Forest 
• Tundra 
• Mounta

in 
• I 
• my 

 
Phrase 
for: 

Observe and 
listen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STEP1 SETTING in order to let the 
students remember the material 
offered at the previous lesson, T 
repeats the beginning 
 
a) T introduce herself in IL: 
b) Repeat the words from the 
previous lesson : 
c) repeat the moves of the animals 
d) repeat the phrase: “…animal lives 
in Kamchatka”  
e) dance the song leant at the 
previous lesson 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture of 
Kovran 
Pictures of the 
animals 
 
Audio recording 
of the song 



	 	 244 

My home 
is… 
As if… 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Attempt to 
follow and 
respond 
appropriatel
y 
 
 
 
 
Attempt to 
use the 
language 

 
STEP2 MODELING 
Ex.1: 
T shows how to say “I live in 
Kamchatka” “My home is 
…(village)” 
Ls practice to say “I live in 
Kamchatka. My home is … 
(village)” 
 
 
Ex.2:  
Introduction of the words: river, 
mountain, tundra, forest 
Learning words with the motions for 
each place 
 
STEP 3 BACK TO THE 
STUDENTS  
Ex.3 
Ls stand in a circle. T shows the 
movement, Ls guess what it is. One 
of the Ls take place of a T and 
continues the ex.  
 
STEP 4 FUNCTIONAL 
 
Ex. 4 
Learning to say: 
“As if I am a bear. I live in 
Kamchatka. My home is tundra” 
T gives each of the Ls a picture with 
an animal and a picture with nature.  
T repeats the sentence several times 
for several animals than each learner 
tries to say the same statements 
basing on what pictures he has got. 
 
Finishing a lesson with an animal 
dance leaned during the previous 
lesson. 
 

 
 
 
Map of 
Kamchatka 
Picture of 
Kovran 
 
 
 
 
Pictures of 
nature 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Audio recording 
of the song  

Heritage language standard: describe the homeland 
State standard: describe the homeland 
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APPENDIX F: Program of the Gathering of Itelmen language speakers in 2012 

Gathering of Itelmen Language Speakers  

Program 

«Keepers of Native Hearth – 2012» 

 

2 June, Saturday 

Arrival of the participants 

19.00 – 20.00 –Dinner 

3 June, Sunday 

9.00-11.00 – Breakfast 

11.00 – 12.30 – Presentation on the history of the research of the Itelmen language 

13.00-14.00 – Lunch 

14.15 – 17.30 – Opening ceremony  

v Purification ceremony  

v Presentation of the project  

v Keepers of the Native Hearth 1994-1995 

v Introducing each other  

v Jochelson recordings  

19.00 - 20.00 Dinner 

20.15 – 21.30 Book presentation: K.N. Khaloimova “Ənjc”, Vechorki 

4 June, Monday 

9.00 - 10.00 – Breakfast 

10.15 – 11.15 – “What are you saying?” Discussion of the dialects  

11.30 – 12.30 – Stories and transcriptions – how do we write in Itelmen.  

13.00 - 15.00 – Lunch, rest, free time  
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15.00 – 17.30 – Linguistic exercises “BowPed”  

19.00 – 20.00 – Dinner, rest, free time.  

20.30 – 21.30 Book presentation: A.P. Volodin “Itelmen Tales”  

5 June, Tuesday 

9.00 - 10.00 – Breakfast 

10.15 – 12.30 – Linguistic exercise “Scope”  

13.00 - 15.00 – Lunch, rest, free time  

15.00 – 18.00 – Working with the linguists - discussion of the following topics:  

v Medicinal herbs, gathering;  

v Fishing, sea mammal hunting, hunting for game  

19.00 – 20.00 – Dinner, rest, free time 

20.15 – 21.30 – Vechorki 

6 June, Wednesday 

9.00 - 10.00 – Breakfast 

10.15 – 12.00 – Work with the linguists – discussion of the following topics:  

v Family relationships: raising children, love, kin terms;  

v Cattle-breeding, dog sledging, crafts;  

v When going to visit someone  

13.00 - 15.00 – Lunch, rest, free time 

15.00 – 18.00 – Day in Remembrance of the Repressed People in Itelmen Families: 

“Out of the Shadow of Oblivion…”  

19.00 – 20.00 – Dinner, rest, free time  

20.15 – 21.30 – Tales before going to bed 

7 June - Thursday 

9.00 - 10.00 – Breakfast 
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10.15 – 12.30 – Linguistic Exercises: topological questions  

13.00 – 15.00 – Lunch, rest, free time 

15.00 – 17.30 – Discussion on the issues of the future development of the Itelmen 

language  

19.00 – 20.00 – Dinner 

20.15 – 21.30 – “The Ones Who Have Left a Mark on History and Culture of 

Itelmens” – An Evening in Memory of Likashkina T.P., Starkova N.K., Gutorova 

T.E., Uspenskaya V.I., Zaev B., Porotov G.G., Zaporotski V.G., Pochetkov G.G., 

Zaporotki V.G. and others. 

8 June- Friday 

9.00 - 10.00 – Breakfast 

12.00 – Day of the First Fish  

v Itelmen ritual of greeting the first fish; 

v Concert;  

v Fish soup  

v Meeting with the Government of Kamchatskii Krai, discussion of the issues 

related to the development of the Itelmen language.  
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APPENDIX G: Poster “Parts of Fish” (The words typed in blue belong to the 
Northern dialect and in red represent Southern dialect of Itelmen). 
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