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Computers in the Classrooms of an
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Abstract: Our study focuses on the time when the subject ‘Informatics and basics
of computing techniques’ was introduced in Soviet secondary schools’ curriculum
during Gorbachev’s perestroika in 1985. The sources of our research were reflec-
tions on computing and informatics studies in the Soviet press, as well as inter-
views with early informatics teachers and students. The story of the entering of
the computer into the classroom of one Soviet republic – Latvia – reveals the in-
troduction of major innovation in everyday school life: how the need for innova-
tion is explained and justified in the authoritarian country, and how it is accepted
by educational consumers and innovation subjects – students, teachers and society
in general; what changes in the socialization process of schooling accompany inno-
vation: how innovation processes accumulate unintentionally transmitted values,
belief systems and relational norms, and how innovation can generate social
agreements “not to see” what is in hidden in plain sight – a hidden curriculum,
the inevitable companion to schooling.
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Introduction

When the subject ‘Informatics and basics of computing techniques’ was introduced
in Soviet secondary schools’ curriculum during Gorbachev’s perestroika in 1985,
the number of people who could successfully predict that the computer would
gain ground in everyday education was modest. However, in the Soviet Union,
an authoritarian state, orders from above were not discussed. According to “inter-
nal hypernormalization of authoritative discourse”¹ – if informatics was provided
in the school curriculum, then it had to be taught in schools.

The record of the first years of informatics is a story about how major inno-
vations are introduced in everyday school life, how the need for these innovations
is explained and justified, and how it is accepted by educational consumers and
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innovation subjects – students, teachers, and society in general. The story of the
entering of the computer into the classroom also leads to a broader look at the in-
troduction of innovation, namely what changes in the socialization process of
schooling accompany innovation: how innovation processes accumulate uninten-
tionally transmitted values, belief systems, and relational norms, and how innova-
tion can generate social agreements “not to see”² what is hidden in plain sight – a
hidden curriculum, the inevitable companion to schooling. Our research questions
are as follows: how did the new technologies enter the classrooms of Soviet Latvia?
What hidden curriculum accompanied digital change in Soviet schools?

In recent years, interest in the history of computing has grown in proportion
to the popularity of computers in education, further accelerated by the COVID-19
pandemic. One can agree with Tedre, Simon and Malmi that history of a discipline
is a revealing sign of a mature field.³ Our study mainly utilized works that analyze
the history of computing in the Soviet Union and the United States, the most power-
ful computer producing countries.⁴ However, the experience of the Soviet Union in
these works is considered by associating this super-power with only one republic,
namely, Soviet Russia. The fact that the Soviet state consisted of 15 different repub-
lics, including the present-day Baltic states, is neglected. The aim of our research on
the computerization of Latvian schools will enhance the understanding of the
transition of the center’s (Moscow) orders to the periphery of the country. The doc-
toral dissertation on the introduction of informatics in Latvian schools, defended
by Viesturs Vēzis,⁵ helped us immensely in the case study of Latvia. The disserta-
tion is written in Latvian and therefore, unfortunately, is not available to a broader
international community.

Researchers have followed the world of computing as it has evolved. Two pa-
pers from the existing scholarship are relevant to our study. The first is an article
by Aleksandr Uvarov, first published in 1989 at the Institute of Sociology of the
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USSR Academy of Sciences.⁶ Uvarov provides a comprehensive analysis of the com-
puter literacy campaign in the Soviet Union. The author explains in detail the so-
cial aspects of computing education in the context of perestroika, the implementa-
tion strategy, and does not shy away from revealing the problems that should be
addressed at a national level. Uvarov’s article, knowing the still authoritarian
USSR of that time with the presence of censorship, is not the opinion of a single
author, but rather represents the official computing literacy programme of the
whole Soviet educational elite. We used the digitized version of this work.

Alongside Uvarov’s article, in the same year of 1989, the study by the American
David A.Wellman on the situation in the field of computer technology in the USSR
was published.⁷ Both Uvarov’s and Wellman’s studies, although on different sides
of the Iron Curtain, are strikingly similar. Wellman, focusing on highlighting the
USSR’s technological backwardness, identifies similar problems as Uvarov. Thus,
the synthesis of Uvarov’s and Wellman’s articles revealed the entry of computers
into Soviet classrooms from the perspective of the country’s highest levels of
power.

To reveal how the guidelines of the “center” were adapted in the local context,
we compiled and analyzed 179 articles in Latvian periodicals. As the press of the
respective period has been digitized, the selection of articles was made by relevant
keywords search.

The introduction of computers into school practice was explored by using five
video interviews and one telephone interview with informatics teachers who start-
ed teaching informatics in secondary schools at the very beginning, in the mid-
1980s. Teachers’ views are complemented by six video interviews with the first in-
formatics students. The respondents represent all regions of Latvia. Five of the
teacher respondents are male and one is female, which corresponds to the gender
ratio among the first IT teachers. Open-ended questions were used in the inter-
views. Each interview lasted approximately 40 to 60 minutes, was conducted by
one of the authors of the study, and all interview recordings were listened to by
both authors. Content of the interviews was processed to determine the frequency
of words most often used to describe new technologies. References to the inter-
views were encrypted in order to respect the ethical standards of the study and
to maintain the anonymity of the respondents.
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Historical Context: Computer as an Indicator of
State Power and Social Progress

The real goals of the introduction of the subject of informatics, the hidden curric-
ulum designed by the state, can only be understood by knowing the future, that is,
from today’s perspective, where the policies and ideology of the Soviet Union are
evaluated.

In the Soviet Union, all new technologies were developed primarily with the
country’s military potential in mind.⁸ Soviet computing grew as part of military
power, alongside nuclear bomb, radar, antiballistic defense systems, and space pro-
grams.⁹ However, the topic of militarisation was top-secret and excluded from the
public discourse. The development of military potential did not match the Soviet
Union’s image as a peaceful state. Therefore, other arguments had to be found
to legitimize the teaching of computers and influence society’s need for it.

In the context of Gorbachev’s perestroika, a demand was made to present the
Soviet Union as a modern and innovative country, which should not be informa-
tion dependent on “developed countries” and lag behind in the latest technologies.
Concerns about the backwardness of the Soviet Union in the 1980s were justified
because of the slow commutation of the “civilian” sector.¹⁰

Central to the push for computing was, of course, education, whose task was to
produce young, educated minds that would further develop the country’s techno-
logical potential in the never-ending competition with the “Western capitalists”.¹¹
Informatics in school was the agenda for the making of exemplary citizens for the
socialist “information society” in the 1980s.¹² Hence, the entry of computers into
Soviet classrooms was associated not only with educational, but also with ideolog-
ical goals.

In the public domain, the computer was presented as a working tool for cre-
ating, processing and using information, on par with food products, industrial
goods, and energy.¹³ The Communist elite was well aware that centralized and
well-supervised state computing was a struggle for media and information con-
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trol.¹⁴ The outcome of this struggle in an authoritarian state from today’s perspec-
tive can only be the subject of conjecture and speculation.

To mobilise the public, the state-controlled mass media produced the vision
that new technologies would straight away enter every home and workplace,
and it would be difficult to work in the future without computer skills.¹⁵ Therefore,
the new generation must start preparing for working with computers at school.¹⁶
The newspapers predicted that “It will not be long before ECM¹⁷ enters our apart-
ments, becomes our mentor, helps us navigate through difficult situations in life,
and does some of the homework for pupils. It will become the most rigorous
and knowledgeable teacher”.¹⁸ Hence, the challenge was the one ever cherished
by decision-makers in education, i. e. to prepare for the future. In hindsight,
they did succeed this time – the computer really became “an ordinary element
of the environment for most members of society”,¹⁹ only it was no longer a Soviet
society.

In speeches by Communist Party leaders, in documents of the Party and Com-
munist youth organisations, and thus also in the press publications serving Soviet
ideology, the course towards the general elimination of so-called computer illiter-
acy was proclaimed.²⁰ The acquisition of computing was compared to the elimina-
tion of illiteracy after the Russian Revolution of 1917²¹ and Lenin’s Russia’s electri-
fication programme in 1922.²² Consequently, the “nations computer literacy
campaign”²³ began.
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Computers as a Material Challenge

In Soviet Latvia, the use of digital technologies entered teaching-learning process
already in the 1960s, when the subject ‘Computational Mathematics and Program-
ming’ appeared in specialized mathematics school’s curriculum. The terms ‘audio-
visual’ (audiovizualnyi) and ‘screen-sound’ (ekranno-zvukovoi) frequently appears
in schooling and research of Soviet Union field.²⁴ However, computer technologies
were not present at the school but more often students would go on excursions to
the local computing centre to see how the ECM works.²⁵

When informatics became a compulsory subject in the curriculum of compre-
hensive secondary schools, an avalanche of problems hit educators at all levels, af-
fecting teachers especially. In 1985, the situation in the schools of the Soviet Union,
and thus in Latvia, was as follows: informatics was introduced in the school cur-
ricula, but there were no computers in schools, teachers were poorly trained to
teach informatics, and there was a lack of teaching aids.²⁶ Everything had to be
started from scratch, “there was nothing”, the only resource was the teacher’s
mind.²⁷

The subject of informatics in schools started as theory classes, as work on
paper and blackboard, as a “machineless” version.²⁸ This paradoxical situation,
i.e., computer training without computers, was portrayed by the Soviet mass
media as perfectly normal, they claimed that the informatics curriculum contained
a great many basic ideas which everyone should know, and that everyone should
learn to program.²⁹

As there were no computers in the schools, the teachers taught the theory
about the structure and functions of computers, algorithms, computing techniques,
and drew schemes on blackboards. Teachers gave tasks to their students, the stu-
dents solved it independently or in pairs and then compared the results with the
whole class.³⁰ “It was interesting to do it, but we did not see the meaning in it”.
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Informatics was not perceived seriously more like the subject of entertainment
where everyone received excellent grades. Accordingly, the result was: “I did not
learn anything”.³¹

Practical reality began to settle in when the first calculators appeared in
schools, which at the time were perceived as “key devices”³² and “top-flight”.³³
As Gorbachev’s perestroikawith partial freedom of expression had begun, teachers
could lament the lack of programmers’ calculators in public, namely in the press:
“[…] incomprehensibly little attention is paid to the very real boxes, which, al-
though much smaller and more modest than the non-existent personal computers,
perform in principle analogous functions. I mean programmable pocket micro-cal-
culators. […] Why do we forget [most readers do not even get to know] that these
really accessible devices allow a practical introduction to programming […]”.³⁴

The calculators could be used for real operations in informatics lessons,³⁵ but
these calculators had to be provided to students, and this was a problem for teach-
ers. One of our respondents said that she had seen calculators at the University of
Latvia: “I did my homework. I went to the Ministry of Education, and they gave us
programmable calculators for the school”, which could be used for programming
games or teaching algorithms.³⁶ “We had six or eight Japanese-made calculators in
the school, at least two of which were regularly broken”.³⁷

Industrial companies helped schools with calculators by “making arrange-
ments”. One of the IT teachers had seen a picture of a large, working calculator
on the wall, on which operations could be demonstrated. He approached the
school patrons, a rich industrial company, with a request to get a wall-mounted cal-
culator for their informatics classroom, which the company made specifically for
the school (see Fig. 1).³⁸

The calculators were the first complex technological device that the students
could use themselves. Teachers had to accept pupils’ independence, learn to en-
trust them with complex technological tools.³⁹ Calculators have pushed the boun-
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Fig. 1: Calculator on the wall. Teacher Valdis Lūsis at a secondary school in Riga, 1980s. Personal ar-
chives.
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daries in the treatment of pupils and technology that had hitherto been rigidly
marked out. For example, our respondent recalled her experience with “old” tech-
nologies: “God forbid you touch the player!”⁴⁰ Calculators as part of “hands-on cur-
riculum”⁴¹ initiated the use of individual technical tools in the daily classroom rou-
tine.

Teachers reiterated the experience they had gained during their university
studies. At least once during the school year students were taken on a field trip
to institutions where, to quote a phrase, “on the basis of friendship”,⁴² they
could learn the workings of the ECM. “On the basis of friendship” means that
such excursions were not part of the curriculum but were arranged through teach-
er acquaintances who worked at the Computing Centers. The organization of such
excursions also had to take into account factors of security because, as is men-
tioned earlier, all technology in the Soviet Union was related to national defense
and security, and thus the Computing Centers were also heavily guarded and
could only be entered after passing through a security check. In the Computing
Centers, the students were introduced to ECMs and punch cards. From these excur-
sions, the respondents have remembered especially the huge computing cabinets
and the loud noise.⁴³

The “era” of informatics in schools as a purely theoretical subject and based
on calculators did not last long. On 1 January 1986, the first computer class was es-
tablished in Lielvārde, a village about 50 kilometers from the capital city Riga.⁴⁴
This was an incentive for other enthusiastic teachers to try, because it was “psycho-
logically difficult – I know it is there, but I don’t go near [the computer]”.⁴⁵

Since the allocation of resources in the Soviet Union was carried out under a
centralized control/planning system, funding was provided through special state
programmes.⁴⁶ Computer classrooms in Latvian schools could only be set up
through centralized distribution under the supervision of the Ministry of Educa-
tion of the Republic. Thus, the distribution of material resources among schools
was bureaucratic and the centralized system unwieldy. The backwardness in the
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material provision of informatics was acknowledged even by official Soviet sources
and it did not remain hidden abroad either.⁴⁷ It was impossible to buy computers
as an individual for personal use, as the price was too high in the modest condi-
tions of Soviet life.⁴⁸ It should also be noted that computer production in the
USSR was associated with “exaggerated secrecy” as part of the military industry.⁴⁹
By 1989, 200 computer classes had been established in 58% of secondary schools in
Latvia.⁵⁰ By comparison, as early as 1984 in the USA 85.1% of all elementary and
secondary public schools had microcomputers for student instruction.⁵¹ Therefore,
the computerization of Soviet schools lagged far behind the largest competitor of
the Soviet Union, the United States.

The first computer classrooms were given to schools specialising in science
subjects and staffed by “enthusiastic teachers”.⁵² Although the material equipment
of schools was under the supervision and control of the state, the human factor,
which was very important in Soviet society, played a role here, namely the ability
to “find,” “arrange” and “knock out” what was needed for the school. “In order to
implement your ideas, you had to understand where to get [the funds].”⁵³ Initiative
on the part of the school and the teachers was important.⁵⁴ One of our respondents
recalled that several computers had been received by a school in a nearby city and
that he “hankered after one for a long time until I was given one “beka” [BK com-
puter⁵⁵]”. It was the only computer in the whole school, but at least it could serve
to demonstrate the topics teachers discussed in informatics lessons in practice.⁵⁶
Another respondent praised the school principal who did not take the outdated
computers (“bekas”) offered to the school, but waited two whole years for a
newer model to arrive, thus making his school’s computer room the best in Lat-
via.⁵⁷ Of course, this also brought fame to the school management and this was
not secondary in the “battle” for innovation. Whichever pathways led to comput-
ers; the winners were not judged.

 Uvarov, “Perestroika obrazovanija,” 9; Wellman, A Chip in the Curtain, 15; Uvarov, “Perestroika
obrazovanija.”
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When the first lucky ones were given computers through the Ministry of Edu-
cation, they had to be delivered to school. A typical case was told to us by one of the
respondents: an informatics teacher came to the First Deputy Minister of Latvia’s
Ministry of Education to explain the need for computers in school and to receive
her signature for a business trip to a computer factory. The teacher personally
drove several hundred kilometres to a factory near Moscow to pick up the comput-
ers for his school in Latvia.⁵⁸

When computers arrived in schools, it was also up to the teachers to install
them because in the Soviet Union it was customary that the practical work was
done by whoever was interested – so if a teacher needed a computer room, he
would run the wires and clad the walls, sometimes with the help of pupils.⁵⁹ In
the first computer rooms, the wires were hung on clotheslines and stretched over-
head in the classroom. Only later were the wires built into the floor.⁶⁰ Under the
poor Soviet conditions, it was taken for granted that all males knew how to
“build and assemble and make something”,⁶¹ as this skill was a basic need in
every household. During this time, the Soviet Union lacked the most basic materi-
als needed to set up a computer room. Materials could not be bought in a shop but
had to be procured privately through an influential contact.

Teachers’ work in setting up computer rooms, for which they received no
extra remuneration, was taken for granted.⁶² It is true that teachers were reward-
ed in Soviet style: they received moral support, were recognised as successful in
their profession and were praised in the press. In 1987, a typical teacher’s story
was published: “We worked all summer (it’s good that a teacher has such a long
vacation). First, we had to prepare the classroom – interior design, rewiring, fur-
niture, then we had to arrange all 12 workstations rationally and finally we had to
connect the computers to one control system. Each workstation needs six cables, a
local cable for the tape recorder, a cable for the central computer [allowing for the
possibility that the whole machine will run on DC power], some of these cables had
to be hidden under the plaster, etc. The only support and advisor was V. Remicāns,
a foreman from the production association Impulss, who had come to install the
equipment. I can quietly say that I got the materials – cables, etc. – with the
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 Interview with teacher, February 12, 2021.
 Interview with teacher, February 9, 2021.
 Wellman, A Chip in the Curtain, 132.

Computers in the Classrooms of an Authoritarian Country 85



help of my old schoolmates, otherwise I would not have made it”.⁶³ Our respond-
ents had similar stories.

Computer classrooms were usually set up in the summer, during the pupils’
and teachers’ holidays, and Soviet propaganda material was also displayed on
the walls, such as Gorbachev’s quote about the importance of learning new tech-
nologies.⁶⁴ On the teacher’s desk was the “main computer”, a huge box. The num-
ber of computers provided for the pupils was not large – about 12 to 16. The pupils
then worked on them either in two groups or in pairs on one computer.⁶⁵ All were
satisfied – 12 to 16 computers in the school were considered a sufficient number,
other schools were not as fortunate.⁶⁶ Wellman describes visiting a Moscow school,
“a showpiece for visiting reporters”, where there were 16 computers for 900 pupils
in grades 1 to 10 “to support the computer literacy instruction”.⁶⁷

Understandably, computers were an expensive asset, hence security was nec-
essary. The school had bars on the windows of the computer room, the classroom
had iron doors and “it felt like a bunker”.⁶⁸ The computer was a treasure, with ma-
terial as well as symbolic value,⁶⁹ so it had taken the place of a powerful actor in
the field of education.

Computer as an Intellectual and Psychological
Challenge
“From the earliest days, computing was linked in the public mind to the brain and
intelligence”.⁷⁰ To introduce informatics, it was necessary to find “intelligent”
teachers who could quickly acquire the necessary technical and specific pedagog-

 L. Liepa, “Jau dara. Domā. Sapņo [Already doing. Thinking. Dreaming],” Padomju Jaunatne [So-
viet Youth], January 16, 1987.
 Interview with teacher, February 10, 2021.
 Interview with student, January 26, 2021; Interview with teacher, February 10, 2021; Interview
with teacher, February 12, 2021; Interview with student, February 10, 2021.
 Interview with teacher, February 12, 2021.
 Wellman, A Chip in the Curtain, 128.
 Interview with student, January 26, 2021.
 Matti Tedre and Peter J. Denning, “Shifting Identities in Computing: From a Useful Tool to a
New Method and Theory of Science,” in Informatics in the Future, ed. Hannes Werthner and
Frank van Harmelen (Cham: Springer, 2017), 14, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55735-9_1.
 Tedre and Denning, “Shifting Identities,” 14.
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ical skills at the same time. “All technical teaching tools will be only as effective as
the teachers who are trained to use them,” wrote Uvarov.⁷¹

The choice for teaching informatics fell on mathematics teachers, whose pro-
fessional thinking was considered suitable for understanding programming and al-
gorithms.⁷² In addition, physics and mathematics students at Latvian universities
had to pass an exam in pedagogy to qualify as teachers. However, for math teach-
ers, the workload in schools was already maxed out. Therefore, human resources
were found among pedagogues around the age of retirement, which in the Soviet
Union was 55 for women and 60 for men. As the pension was calculated according
to the salary of last years of work, seniors were happy to earn, thus increasing
their pension. The reliance on the intellectual potential of pensioners to master
computing seems paradoxical, given the official set-up of the computer as an accel-
erator of generational change in the labour market.⁷³

The recruited informatics teachers quickly split into two categories: the first
was technology experts who had taken up the role of teacher by accident, as teach-
ers were also recruited from universities and Computing Centers. They were not
pedagogues and thus did not fully understand how to organize teaching and learn-
ing.⁷⁴ However, the other category comprised of teachers-enthusiasts who started
the job because “they were interested in this subject”,⁷⁵ they “just liked rack-
ing their brains”.⁷⁶

For many of the teachers, informatics became a lifelong passion, and they are
still working in this field. One of our respondents described the first informatics
teachers as follows: “The most enthusiastic were those who no longer had a prob-
lem with their subject, with their pupils, and so the school had become boring. And
now they had discovered something new”.⁷⁷ Something extraordinary had entered
the Soviet school routine, something that made teachers approach teaching with
renewed interest, accepting new challenges. Burbules notes that “New is exciting.
New is cool. New is unprecedented”.⁷⁸ Informatics teachers became charismatic
role models, as Wellman claims, they could be described as inspirational, above

 Uvarov, “Perestroika obrazovanija,” 12.
 See Tedre, Simon and Malmi, “Changing Aims”; Tedre and Denning, “Shifting Identities.”
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average intelligence, adaptive to rapid change, and unique.⁷⁹ The most enthusiastic
of informatics teachers were ready to accept all challenges and to learn together
with their students,⁸⁰ which was also acknowledged by our respondents: “change
forces learning”.⁸¹ Moreover, in the field of new technologies, every experience
quickly becomes obsolete,⁸² which is why advancing education became a daily rou-
tine for informatics teachers.

While studying mathematics at university, the future informatics teachers had
at least heard of new technologies, even learned programming without computers
and worked with programmable calculators.⁸³ During their studies, they were fa-
miliar with programming machines at the Institute of Physics or computing ma-
chines at the Computing Centre of the Riga Polytechnic Institute.⁸⁴ Some had
even seen real computers and touched them!⁸⁵ This experience gained during
the years of study was then reproduced at school when they began teaching infor-
matics.

Before the introduction of special training for informatics teachers at univer-
sities (which was slow, as the curricula had to be changed), the responsibility for
training in the new subject was given to the Teacher Training Institute, whose
work was supervised by the Ministry of Education. Short-term courses were organ-
ised, but their effectiveness was low.⁸⁶ The same teachers who had taught informat-
ics for only a few years became course instructors. For example, one of our re-
spondents started working as a teacher of informatics in 1985, but by the
autumn of 1989 he was teaching informatics to his colleagues at the Teacher Train-
ing Institute.⁸⁷ Three years of work in a new field was already considered a re-
spectable experience to share with others.

An important part of teachers’ training was the exchange of experience, net-
working, or “human contacts”.⁸⁸ When some schools had computer labs, teachers
from other schools went there to learn best practices. Teachers could even be so
enthusiastic that they took public transport to another school after working

 Wellman, A Chip in the Curtain, 120.
 Wellman, A Chip in the Curtain, 131.
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 Tedre, Simon and Malmi, “Changing Aims,” 161.
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hours so that they could work on the computer and then, to quote, “I was running
breathlessly so as not to miss the last bus home”.⁸⁹

Teacher training offered necessary networking opportunities in a situation
where one of the personal problems faced by IT teachers was professional loneli-
ness. Colleagues in the school did not understand what new technology enthusiasts
really did. Although the official position was that the computer should become part
of the whole pedagogical process,⁹⁰ in practice nobody thought that computers
could be useful in subjects other than informatics. And even if the idea arose
that perhaps computers could be used, for example, in Biology lessons, colleagues
had no interest in them at that time.⁹¹

Therefore, it was very important for the “newborn” informatics teachers to
meet other enthusiasts and like-minded people and to understand that, to quote,
“you are not the only idiot in the world”.⁹² Groups of thought-mates were formed,
informally exchanging professional news with each other,⁹³ because during the So-
viet period bottom-up professional organizations were not allowed under the strict
supervision of the state security police.

While the national propaganda campaign was in full sail, standing face to face
with their pupils in the classroom, informatics teachers were put in an awkward
position. Our respondents, remembering the feelings of that time, admit that “no
one knew why the subject informatics was introduced”.⁹⁴ They admit that comput-
ers and algorithmic thinking “just came in, it could not be avoided”.⁹⁵ Yet, the prac-
tical relevance of informatics was not understood by the teachers themselves: “At
that moment I thought for a very long time myself, even for several years, why it
was necessary.” One of the hopes was that there would be no more paper, every-
thing would be done electronically.⁹⁶

However, doubting the need of teaching informatics in schools did not matter:
the Soviet Union was an authoritarian country. Informatics had to be learned and
that was the end of discussion.⁹⁷ Today, the teachers’ view of this inevitability and
coercion at the time is quite positive: it was good and necessary because it made
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 Uvarov, “Perestroika obrazovanija.”
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the field of computing develop rapidly. “Maybe the commanding form was not
good, but nothing would have come without it”.⁹⁸

However, pupils in the classroom needed motivation to learn the subject, the
applicability of which in practice was quite unclear to the teachers themselves. At
the beginning of the new subject, the teachers had to explain, at least for appear-
ances’ sake, why one should study informatics. One of most common reasons
brought forward was “brain training” through algorithmic thinking, which was
recognised as a central skill in computing.⁹⁹ “If you liked mathematics, you
could bend your brain”¹⁰⁰ and moreover, “algorithms help to organize thinking
and learn a new way of thinking”.¹⁰¹ The emphasis was on theoretical program-
ming skills. Among educators, civil servants and many specialists, there was a be-
lief that computing would develop as programming, which every Soviet citizen
would learn in school.¹⁰² This was a prediction that did not come true.

In the “machine-free” period, all the arguments did not sound convincing to
pupils, as evidenced by the answers in the interviews: “Everything was abstract
[…] it could not be applied in life”.¹⁰³ “It all seemed like some kind of cosmos –

what, why…”.¹⁰⁴ The situation changed, and the impetus to learn came when
real technology – calculators and computers – entered the classroom and became
a new, interesting toy, and technical marvel: “What mattered was that one could
play”.¹⁰⁵ For example, you could make pictures out of letters, which was very pop-
ular: “We made the Mona Lisa”.¹⁰⁶ You could also play “war”.¹⁰⁷ The pupils invent-
ed competitions for themselves, for example, a keyboard race to see who could
type the fastest.¹⁰⁸ Games became a motivation to learn, and the opportunity to
play became a reward because no one was interested in calculations.¹⁰⁹ The com-
puter classes were also a chance to try out technical innovations. For example, at-
taching a tape recorder to the teacher’s computer and sending messages. To ensure
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that the messages went both ways, the teacher, together with a male student and
her father, a computer specialist, fitted special switches to the tape recorder.¹¹⁰

In the interviews, teachers mostly mentioned students who were particularly
interested in informatics. It was exactly with this advanced group that the teachers
enjoyed working. They searched for literature and worked with computers after
the lessons, as well as assisted the teacher during classes.¹¹¹ Teachers still recall
their first pupils, enthusiastic learners of informatics, vividly, emphasising their
fascination: “Those who were interested in it were terribly interested in it. They
were ready to queue up outside the classroom and wait for the lessons to finish
to get to the computers”.¹¹² The opportunity to work on the computer became a
reward for pupils.

However, students who were fascinated by the new technologies were as lone-
ly as their enthusiastic teachers. Neither their peers nor their parents really under-
stood what they were doing. They raised quite a few eyebrows: “We were like di-
nosaurs”.¹¹³ However, there were those who appreciated them. The introduction of
informatics into the school marked a frontier: Some of the pupils proved to be able
and willing to learn a whole new area of knowledge and skills, thus becoming in-
tellectual leaders in the eyes of the teachers. As one teacher admitted: “Algorithms
are a way of thinking. There are those who can master it and those who cannot. It’s
like music. If you don’t get it, you don’t get it. It cannot be drilled”.¹¹⁴ Needless to
say, in the eyes of teachers, of course, a pupil with algorithmic thinking skills is
more capable than one who does not have it. It is true that learning new technol-
ogies required not only talent but also patience and perseverance, it was “difficult”
and, to quote an interviewee, one always tends to find an excuse why one does not
need it.¹¹⁵

Those who were successful with computers became the elite of the school –

they were recognised as intelligent, hard-working, and persistent, the true
“dream pupils”.
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Computer and Social Order

The Computer Literacy campaign brought with it changes in the hitherto funda-
mental and entrenched Soviet order of life, as well as highlight social challenges.

The first novelty was the breath of freedom and the hope for a better everyday
reality. In the official ideological setting, the computer was presented as part of the
revolutionary processes of the perestroika era, as an instrument for democracy
and the reorganisation of the pedagogical process.¹¹⁶ Modernising education was
seen as an opportunity to solve social problems, as social problems have always
been educationalized.¹¹⁷ Soviet press stated: “Educational backwardness is ulti-
mately reflected in low productivity, slow pace of scientific and technical progress
and also in social problems such as alcoholism, lack of humanity in society and
crime”.¹¹⁸

In Soviet Latvian school practice, the officially proclaimed revolutionary proc-
esses of perestroika were understood more radically than the Communist elite
thought – the longing for independence of their country had not been eradicated
in Latvian collective memory during the 50 years of Soviet occupation. Computers
became a tangible sign of change, harbingers of freedom: “Independence was al-
ready in the air”.¹¹⁹

New technologies were also the cause of the opening of the Iron Curtain, “the
sacred Soviet border” suddenly became crossable.¹²⁰ There were calls from the
Communist elite, aware of the Soviet Union’s backwardness in the field of new
technologies, to provide informatics teachers with Western journals in the field
and even to involve foreign pedagogues in training.¹²¹ One of our respondents,
an informatics teacher in a Latvian village school, participated in a unique
event, namely a visit to London initiated by the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev
and UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in the autumn of 1987. “We received a
lot of material, and I gave it to the Ministry of Education. These were then used as
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the basis for teaching standards. In the UK, it [computing technology] was already
a reality”.¹²²

Informatics teachers also perceived freedom in their workplaces. Of course,
freedom within the limits of the Soviet education system. In the uncertain and cha-
otic beginnings of informatics teaching, teachers today also see the positive: they
were the first and therefore enjoyed their uniqueness. “The teacher could teach
more of what they wanted, what they believed and what they needed […]”.¹²³
Teachers’ freedom of action was officially accepted: educational institutions them-
selves were allowed to choose the forms and pace of teaching computer literacy,
but at the same time, the educational institutions themselves “assume full respon-
sibility for the validity of the decisions taken”.¹²⁴ This message of Uvarov reveals
the convenient position of the state to shirk the responsibility for the tactics of
computer literacy implementation, while reserving the right to punish innovators
for their mistakes.

Alongside the celebration of new technologies, their side effects were also re-
vealed, namely that the computer contributed to the traditional companions of ed-
ucation to which Margolis refers – differentiation, selection, and stratification.¹²⁵

Officially, all comprehensive secondary schools in the Soviet Union were sup-
posed to be equal. In practice, however, the distribution of material resources and
thus the introduction of new technologies was uneven, depending on “local con-
text”.¹²⁶ The beginning of computing, like any Soviet innovation, is to be found
in the metropolis republic of the Soviet Union, in Russia. However, the Baltic States
were also in a leading position and Latvia, in turn, was the leader among them.
This is evidenced by the first computer classrooms set up as early as 1986 and
the invitation of Latvian teachers to share their experience at All-Union conferen-
ces.¹²⁷ Within Latvia, the situation regarding school initiatives varied between re-
gions. This was highlighted by the first computer competitions.

Once informatics became a bit more established in schools, subject Olympiads
were organized. In 1989, it was held for the second time: “On the first day, partic-
ipants wrote algorithms and did calculations; on the second day, they worked with
calculators. For two days, pupils put into practice their knowledge of a subject that
has only recently appeared in the timetable in some schools. Perhaps that is why
the high level of training of the Riga schools was felt. […] Not all the participants
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were provided with Yamaha computers, so their users were in a more privileged
position than the others. Thus, not all participants were treated equally”.¹²⁸ The
Olympiads highlighted the unequal provision of technology in schools. Computers
manufactured in Japan, with which the Soviet Union had regular trade agree-
ments, were a luxury item¹²⁹ available only to a small number of schools. Yet, in
the second half of the 1980s, the competition for material resources was confined
to schools only. The much more painful individual inequalities created by the in-
troduction of personal computers into households in the 1990s were still in the fu-
ture.

While computers were located only in schools, the IT teacher was lord and
king of the computing field. The teacher had the material and intellectual resour-
ces, they managed them and only they decided how to use them: it was a “one-way
movement”.¹³⁰ The now grown-up boys remember standing in front of the comput-
er room and praying in their minds that the teacher’s children would not get sick,
that she would be at school and that they would have access to the computers.¹³¹
“Waiting for the teacher” is a disguised power mechanism, as Margolis et al. ac-
knowledge,¹³² but it teaches pupils who the authority is.

Competition, another indispensable companion to education, logically led to
assessment. Pupils who had mastered computer skills were sent to the school
Olympiads, and their hard work and talent were rewarded. As Margolis et al.
write, rewards are part of the selecting procedure, which in turn makes the
non-rewarded feel like “the losers in competition”.¹³³ New technologies created
a new elite, as the computer contributed to the classification of children. The
same was true for teachers. The first generation of informatics teachers or “the
first tribe”, to use Tatarchenko’s expression,¹³⁴ whether they realised it or not,
was special: informatics pioneers received full, comprehensive state support,¹³⁵
were heard by large audiences, were reported on by the mass media, and doors
opened for them to new intellectual and social worlds.¹³⁶
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Next to the intellectual differentiation highlighted by computer literacy, issues
of gender also emerged. First, the involvement of mathematicians in pedagogy
meant that Computer Science became a predominantly male field of work since
science and engineering in the Soviet Union, and thus in Latvia, were predomi-
nantly male. Consequently, the selection of informatics teachers masculinised
the field, a similar trend in the West.¹³⁷

Second, “algorithmic thinking”, highly valued by both teachers and authorities,
was associated with a disciplined mind, which, in turn, was traditionally consid-
ered a male trait.¹³⁸ As our respondents explained, “women found that thing
scary […], it was a difficult thing”.¹³⁹

Third, boys were more interested in computers than girls.¹⁴⁰ Although teachers
did not acknowledge deliberate gender segregation, boys’ greater interest in com-
puters was acknowledged as a fact and inevitable reality: “Boys have always been
more interested in computers than girls”.¹⁴¹ Girls were blamed for this viewpoint
as apparently they considered technology a “men’s affair,” although programming
“requires accuracy”¹⁴² – a quality that is associated with women. As one respond-
ent claimed, girls are more impatient with technology – if something doesn’t work
right the first time, they say “oh, well, let it be,” while boys will try again and
again.¹⁴³

New technologies taught new social relations centered around the material ob-
ject, the computer, as a “reservoir of cultural and social resources”.¹⁴⁴

Conclusion

Computing technologies entered the classrooms of Soviet Latvian schools “from
above” through the compulsory subject of informatics. From the state perspective,
the elimination of computer illiteracy rooted in hidden military (development of
country military potential) and ideological (symbolic demonstration of dominance
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over the West) goals, as well as an openly propagated social agenda (computer lit-
eracy as an inevitable necessity, for a future in the labour market). However, the
exciting practice shifted the hidden and open goals of Communist elite to the back-
ground. The introduction of informatics was a successful attempt to “predict the
future”, which poses an endless challenge in the field of education. New technol-
ogies started as a marginalised sector but became hegemonic. The pioneers of com-
puting technologies in recent years are winners both intellectually and financially.

The celebration of new technologies in Latvian classrooms also highlighted the
side effects that accompany innovation: “In the secret garden of the curriculum,
power and knowledge lie coiled like serpents”.¹⁴⁵

The first and least hidden side effect of computing was differential access to
material goods, which became an instrument of power: who will get the resources
needed for innovation? These inevitable, innovation-compliant challenges formed
the differences between the republics of the Soviet Union, and the differences be-
tween the capital and the periphery within the republics. The distribution of ma-
terial benefits in the needy Soviet education system was in the hands of a circle of
people who had the power to choose who would receive them. Official power struc-
tures such as the Ministry of Education were joined by “hidden hands”,¹⁴⁶ i.e. those
with whom one had to “negotiate”. “The place from which power is exercised is
often a hidden place”.¹⁴⁷ In Soviet society, there was an informal structure on
which those who needed goods for their daily duties, namely teachers, depended.

Teachers’ unpaid work in providing all the necessities and setting up computer
rooms was taken for granted, it belonged to the social agreement “not to see” – “we
use hides to cover our nakedness”.¹⁴⁸ In our case, it means pretending that every-
thing is right with the management of Soviet teacher’s working in classrooms.
Equally tacitly accepted was the fact that the teacher became the owner of access
to the treasure – the computer. Pupils had to learn to wait.

The second sign of a hidden curriculum revealed by the computer was the seg-
regation of winners and losers or “digital divide”.¹⁴⁹ The new makes you feel spe-
cial, which forms a sense of community. Others were judged from the perspective
of this community: who is the first? Who owns the pioneer mandate? Who is the
most capable to learn the new? The acquisition of innovations divided teachers
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and students as the rapid acquisition of new knowledge and skills became an im-
portant indicator of intellectual capacity; it created an elite. This elite was “fed”
with open, hidden, and even unnamed rewards. Rewards included access to a com-
puter outside school hours, a special relationship with a teacher, the opportunity to
compare skills in computer science Olympiads, publicity, state-funded trips, and
school honours.

Working with new technologies also brought about stereotypical beliefs re-
garding the most appropriate gender of savvy computer users, namely boys.
They were assigned the traditional place of men – to be a brave pioneer, while
girls were placed on the periphery of the path of innovation as “funky”.

One can only agree with Tatarchenko that the arrival of the computer in Soviet
classrooms was framed by issues of access and control, power, and inequality.¹⁵⁰

The third, not publicly discussed, side effect of computing that we want to
highlight is freedom. Because the new is unique, it allows for a greater degree
of freedom. In the early phase of innovation, there is no group of established
“preachers” who inevitably standardise their own experience and, with the best
of intentions, offer it to others, arriving at rules or even laws that everyone
must eventually follow. In the early days of informatics, the teachers were free
to make their own choices (within the framework of the Soviet educational sys-
tem). This bite into the pie of individual freedom made the computer a sign of
the “advent” of the collapse of authoritarian rule.
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