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Background 

• Hot topic – East European immigration  
i. 1.1 million residents of East European heritage in the UK 

ii. EU citizens – government can’t restrict their entry/exit 

iii. EU and Eastern Europe – key areas of migration-related 

news coverage (Allen and Blin, 2013) 

iv. New challenges re integration and upward social mobility: 

 - high employment rates but cluster in unskilled jobs w/low 

career prospects, despite substantial levels of education 

 - earn the lowest average wages among migrant groups 

 - language barriers are greater than for other migrants  

 - rely significantly on ethnic contacts and employment 

agencies for jobs 

 



• Children of East European migrants 
i. A sizable group in schools – 103,300 pupils in Jan 2012 

ii. The top 10 fastest growing languages between Jan 2008 – 

Jan 2013 (NALDIC): 

  Romanian,  Latvian, Hungarian, Bulgarian, Slovak, 

 Lithuanian, Czech, Malayalam, Russian, Polish 

iii. Schools  are ‘stretched’, ‘changed’ and ‘overwhelmed’ : 

 -  numbers and language needs 

 -   detrimental to the attainment of native English speakers.  

 

  



Attainment statistics  

% achieving 5+ A*-C GCSEs 

(incl. English and maths) 

% achieving 5+ A*-C GCSEs 

(no English and maths) 



Attainment: language and ethnicity 

National level 2012/13 

National level 2012/13 



EBacc: language and ethnicity  
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FSM/non-FSM attainment gaps 

2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 

5+ A*-C 

GCSEs incl. 

English and 

maths 

National 

FSM gap 
27.6 27.4 26.3 26.7 

East 

European 

pupils 

1.5 7.2 10.7 3.4 

5+ A*-C 

GCSEs  

National 

FSM gap 
20.3 18.4 16.5 16.0 

East 

European 

pupils 

4.0 8.3 18.3 0.7 

English 

Baccalaureate  

National 

FSM gap 
- - 14.3 17.8 

East 

European 

pupils 

- - 4.7 3.2 



Mobility attainment gaps 

2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 

5+ A*-C GCSEs 

incl. English 

and math 

33.6 26.5 27.8 31.1 

5+ A*-C GCSEs  

 
34.2 38.7 41.9 40.6 

English 

Baccalaureate  
- - 10.1 16.1 



Summary of KS4 attainment 

• Almost all key groups still achieve below the national 

level at GCSE and EBacc 

• Pupils whose first language is Slovak and Czech are 

the lowest performing group (may be Roma) 

• Girls outperform boys in all attainment indicators 

• The FSM attainment gap compared to the national 

average is narrower 

• English proficiency is a significant factor in attainment 

 



Empirical study details 

4 state schools in London and East of England  

• 71 students (ages 12-18, all born abroad, 

mostly from ‘working class’ families) 

 14 group discussions  

 38 individual interviews  

• 22 interviews with EAL and subject teachers  

• 13 interviews with parents (limited access)  

 



The impact of EAL status 

• Perceptions of teachers’ expectations as low 

 ‘I wouldn’t say [teachers have] high [expectations of 

me], but like normal, like even low, because they don’t 

expect me to get as much because, as I said, I'm 

foreign and I came not long ago here, so as well 

they're thinking that, yeah, my English is this and 

that...’ 

 Polish boy, 16, East of England 

 

 

 



• Teachers on English and attainment  

i. English-is-ALL-that-matters (Mitchell, 2013) 

 - arrive with a good grounding in maths but this doesn’t 

translate into high attainment due to English issues 

 - culturally-specific nature of assessment / tests  

 - disadvantaged in humanities due to lack of tacit 

cultural knowledge 

ii. Teachers of East European backgrounds less likely to 
see students’ language needs from a deficit 
perspective 



Parental perceptions  

• Supportive of children’s choices  

 ‘They didn’t tell me what to choose and they told me to 

do what I like to do’  (Lithuanian boy, 16, London) 

 

• Lack knowledge about the system but 
emphasise the value of education and HE, as 
well as ‘safe’ and ‘known’ routes  

 ‘My dad wants me to get a job in accounting or 

something, just go on the computer and do it, not 

games, but something that’s easy and that I can 

  get money with’   (Romanian boy, 14, London) 

 

 



• Positive view of English education and 
schools – help children’s social mobility 

 ‘English schools give everything to those who work 

hard’ (Juris, Latvian father) 

• Optimistic that hard work and getting good 
grades would remove material barriers 

‘It’s simply a mobilization, it’s simply – “I want to go to 

university, I want to have a good job, I want to earn 

good money”’ (Polish mother). 

 

 



Racism is an issue for students 



Parents’ adaptive strategies  

• English is a priority, home language and 
culture  - ‘in the second place’  

 ‘[My daughters] speak very fluently and very nicely in 

English’ and [people who do not know their 

background] think that ‘they are [from] an English 

family, because they have no accent’ (Etel, Hungarian 

mother) 

 

 ‘[I prefer that he] did not contact with Poland [and 

Polish] language to start to think like English people’ 

(Irena, Polish mother) 

 



Roma students 

• Roma students are at danger of 

underperforming and require targeted 

interventions 

• Teachers view Roma Czechs and Slovaks as 

low attaining, problematic students 

• Stigmatized in home countries and in Britain 

i. the practice of conflating Romanians with Roma, and 

linking both to ‘stealing’ and ‘being not interested in 

getting an education’ (Romanian students) 

ii. ‘[I]f they have Roma people and Slovakian people in 

the same class, they start to bully each other’ (Lilly) 

 



Recommendations 
• EAL support that continues beyond the early stages to 

enable schools to continue to close attainment gaps 

• Employ bilingual EAL support staff to facilitate 

educational engagement of migrant students and 

parents 

• Careers education needs to support young people so 

that they do not automatically fall into stereotypical 

career decisions based in gender, ethnicity, etc. 

• Prepare teachers to understand and address ‘new’ 

forms of non-colour based racism and reflect on 

consequences of making stereotypical assumptions 

• Encourage more balanced and informed media 

coverage of EU migration 

 


