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• the most distant variety of Standard Estonian;
its collateral language;
• one of South Estonian (SE) dialects;
• the second most spoken and cul/vated

Estonian variety;

• heritage speakers (cf. Polinsky & Kagan 2007):
• exposed and/or aCached to Võro, form a

conHnuum,
• not exposed to the language (L1) norm

through formal schooling, their baseline is
the variety they were exposed to at home
(ibid. 373),
• no established/adopted wriCen

norm/standard.



Prillop et al. 2020, 
Rantanen BEDLAN



• long-las(ng contacts and the integra(on of varie(es of early Finnic;
• the convergence and divergence of Estonian varie3es;
• a late modern era shi6 to SE-North Estonian bilingualism > North-

Estonianiza3on (Viitso 2007);

• shi6 to Standard Estonian throughout the 20th century and peaked in 
the 1960–1980s (Brown & Koreinik 2019);
• Age-graded varia3on confirms this episode: 
• born before 1935 as L1 speakers of Võro;
• born 1935-1960 as balanced bilinguals;
• born a<er 1960, L1 speakers of Estonian (Org et al. 1994: 206). 



• Two wri?en varie3es, Tallinn- and 
Tartu-based, in use in churches, later in 
local administra3on, courts, schools 
between 17th-19th centuries;

• SE-language literary monuments 
include:
• Agenda Parva (1622);
• Wastne Testament (1686);
• Tarto maa rahwa Näddali-Leht

(1806);
• Jakob Hurt’s “Wastne Wõro keeli ABD 

raamat” (1886).

Hurt 1886

http://www.eki.ee/piibel/index.php?tegevus=viewbibletext&showversion=4&showbook=Mt&done=1
https://www.digar.ee/arhiiv/nlib-digar:100933


Further into 20th century

• the unwelcome posi(on of dialectal, colloquial, non-standard speech 
between the wars, extended into the Soviet-era; 
• different policies further contributed to homogenized use of 

Estonian: industrialisa3on + urban growth (Russian-speakers), 
schooling + media; 
• The rebirth at the end of the 1980s; the Võro movement “lacks the 

surge of popular interest” (Kansui 1999).
• NGO Võro Society VKKF + the Võro Ins3tute (est. 1995): focus on 

language maintenance and planning:
• Kaika Summer University (since 1988); Uma Leht (since 2000), 

Uma Pido (since 2008) 



Presence/visibility in media

• Print & hybrid media:
• Uma Leht (since 2000), “Täheke”, “Tagamõtsa” TV series in 

ERR;
• Social media: FB, Võro-language Wikipedia (6,200+ entries); 
• Literature, theatre & music: 
• Madis Kõiv “Põud ja vihm..” (1994, 2020) “Ennola” (2004), 

Kauksi Ülle, Jan Rahman, original creaYons & translaYons etc. 
• Ummamuudu & Elina Born/SYg Rästa “Kõnõtraat”, Mari 

Kalkun & Uma Pido (2008, 2010, 2013, 2016, 2018);

http://umaleht.ee/
https://www.draamateater.ee/lavastus/poud-ja-vihm-polva-kihelkonnan-nelatoistkumnendama-aasta-suvol
https://youtu.be/DLQQATxQDu8


Standard/standardisa9on/re-standardisa9on

• a new standard; a compromise 
• graphisa(on > the ma?er of greatest dispute
• In Haugen’s revised model (1983): decision (selec3on, status planning) 

& standardisa(on (codifica3on, corpus planning):
• “just two sides of one and the same coin” (Fishman 2006: 17). 
• Corpus planning has some purely linguis3c aspects, but its 

underlying principles are extralinguis3c (Kaplan & Baldauf 1997: 38). 
• Different speaker groups may have compe(ng mo(va(ons for 

advancing a language and represen3ng it in a certain way (Grenoble & 
Whaley 2006:138). 



The graphic 
representation of Võro-
specific phonemes 
representation:
raised mid vowel /ɨ/;
palatalisa/on (all consonants 
but one, gramma4cal func4on, 
e.g., 3SG );
glo2al stop (max  COM, TERM, 
ABL, IMP, COND, INF, PART, 
nega4ve forms, plural marker;
affricate;
diphtongs (äü, öü), vowel 
harmony.

Adapted from Tender, Kasak 1995
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Hurt (1904) ’ ‘ ῦ z ie  uo  üö ῦõ 

Kaalep (1989) ɂ [IPA] . ộ ts ds ẹẹ  ọọ öö ộộ 

Help (1990) q y ȋ c  dz ie  uo  üö  ȋe 

Kuutsi (1992) q j ȋ c  dz įį   ųų  üü ȋȋ 

Vahtsõnõ kiräviis
(1994/1995) 

q ‘´ y c  ds ii  uu  üü  yy 

Uma Leht since 2003 ‘´ õ ts ds ii uu üü õõ

simplified vahtsõnõ
kiräviis (since 2005)

q ‘´ õ or õ̭ ts ds ii uu üü õõ

VI publications (since 
2010s)

‘´ õ ts ds ii uu üü õõ

Estonian standard 
orthography

(’) (ä ö ü) õ ts, ds ii, uu, üü, õõ



Source: Wikipedia



Graphisa9on debate I

• “revisions of exis3ng orthographies or new compe(ng orthographies 
are almost certain to lead to division within the community, even 
where the exis3ng system(s) may be problema3c” (Bradley 2010: 
137).
• Brownian mo(on (Tender & Kasak 1995; Tender et al. 1996);
• “upgrade” a dialect to a language;
• a plethora of graphic representa(ons in the late 1980s and early 

1990s. 
• two camps: those for and against phone3sm. 



Graphisa9on debate II

• ignores Tartu-based and NE-Finnic
orthographic traditions;
• „at the limit of tolerance for the

Latin alphabet“ (Eller & Kama
1988)
• “elitist“ orthography

„supersaturated with almost
phonetic transcriptions would
conteract massive literacy in SE;
• 1980s-1990s: phonetism
• the 2000s: the issue of foreign 

grapheme q.

Help 1990



© Sulev Iva



Graphisation debate III

• UL effectively tested the social acceptance of the new spelling.
• the editorial policy to allow its authors the freedom to choose their 

orthogpahy;
• In 2003, the orthography was further simplified: y and q; but q surviveed 

beyond its journalistic application;

• Since the early 2010s, q not used in most texts, except language learning 
textbooks, children’s books and (academic) publications.
• In Estonian-Võro dictionary glottal stops are represented by a half-

transparent superscript letter q; the latest textbooks offer a choice to 
learners and their teachers.

https://www.opiq.ee/Search/Kits%3FsearchPhrase=v%C3%B5ru&CurriculumGroup=&classcourse=&subject=&publishinghouse=&package=&language=&sortingorder=LanguageFirst


Briefly on the acquisi9on planning of Võro

• not included in the na(onal curriculum, its teaching depends both
on on each school and the school owner
• School may ini3ate Võro teaching or to propose to a municipality to

introduce Võro-language classes, but in most cases, teaching depends
on mo(vated teachers
• primarily targeted to all primary school pupils in the language area

(ca 5,000 in 2021/22); Today, 300 pupils are exposed to Võro in 10
schools once a week, taught by 15 teachers.

• Only those young informants, who were exposed to it beyond school,
demonstrated good conversa3onal skills in 2018.
• Reading/wri3ngs skills are low for all cohorts (Koreinik et. al 2013)



The internet as a plaForm

• Hybrid language use is common in social media (Belmar & Glass
2019).

• over 11,000 people have joined an open FB group Võro kiil ‘Võro
language’ (since 2012);
• The content: memes, posts and discussions about Võro, its

prestige, relationship to Seto, and the lexical and grammatical
features of Võro.
• The topic of marking glottal stop rarely comes up.



Conclusion I

• Standardiza3on as a tool for revitalizing minori3zed language; builds a
language community via the broader reach and higher pres(ge of
wri?en word;
• The acceptance of orthography is socially condi(oned and o6en

intersects with another language and iden(ty (Cahill 2011).
• The most important counterargument to Võro one-to-one sound-

spelling correspondence is the existence of Standard Estonian.
• The “foreign” leqers q and y are seen as alien or inauthen(c to both

Estonian and Võro, but the underrepresenta(on of the gloqal stop
and palataliza3on can be problema3c for language learners.



Conclusion II
• A few techological limitations stand on the way of reproducing any

signs; fonts are available;
• Digital media has brought speakers with different exposure to L

closer to representing the language they want to read and write;
• a dynamic from a “complex” to “simple” orthography, or from over- to

underrepresentation of Võro-specific sounds (Koreinik & Plado 2022).
• There are at least three reasons behind this process:
• recognised as “The other Estonian language”;
• progressing language shift requires more resilient graphization solutions;
• the virtual community encourages communication by bringing together

different speaker types, language uses, and the unsettled standard.



AITUMA!
Ques+ons?

koreinik@ut.ee
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