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Abstract
Introduction. In Poland, children in need of additional educational support include children of 
immigrants, refugees, returnees, children from bicultural families, and children from national and 
ethnic minorities. The most common problems faced by the youngest migrants include language 

* e-mail: kingak@amu.edu.pl
Adam Mickiewicz University, Faculty of Educational Studies, Szamarzewskiego 89, 
60-568Poznań,Poland
UniwersytetAdamaMickiewicza,WydziałStudiówEdukacyjnych,Szamarzewskiego89,
60-568Poznań,Polska
ORCID: 0000-0002-2430-7803

** e-mail: kawka@amu.edu.pl
Adam Mickiewicz University, Faculty of Educational Studies, Szamarzewskiego 89, 
60-568Poznań,Poland
UniwersytetAdamaMickiewicza,WydziałStudiówEdukacyjnych,Szamarzewskiego89,
60-568Poznań,Polska
ORCID: 0000-0002-3150-8304



80 Kinga KUSZAK, Katarzyna SADOWSKA80

barriers. Polish is a foreign language for children who communicate in another language at home.
Purpose of research. There is a lack of research in the literature on communication with a small 
child in a language other than the home language. Existing research and studies refer to foreign 
language education for older children. The aim of the research is, therefore, to verify the percep-
tion of communication with a small child (who is surrounded by a language other than Polish 
at home) by people working in nurseries. The aim of the research is also to determine the ways 
of providing support in communication in a language other than the child’s home language.
Methods. The authors chose the diagnostic survey method. The survey was carried out before 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, using a survey questionnaire. 136 teachers employed 
innurseriestookpartinit.AllpublicnurseriesfromthePoznańareawererepresented.
Results. Asaresultofthestudy,itwasdeterminedthatdifficultiesintheprocessofcommu-
nication with a child functioning in a home environment in a language other than Polish were 
indicated by people employed in nurseries. It was also found that caregivers communicate with 
children primarily in Polish, and the solutions they use are largely intuitive.
Conclusions.Theconclusionsinclude,firstofall,thefactthattherearenosystemicsolutions
to support the development of communication in children up to three years of age from other 
cultural areas. Carers, out of concern for the well-being of children, look for various solutions 
ontheirown,buttheyareoftenadhocandinsufficient.

Keywords: migration, toddler, Polish as a foreign language, domestic language of the child, 
social language of the child, early childhood education, nursery.

Abstrakt
Wprowadzenie.WPolscewśróddziecipotrzebującychdodatkowegowsparciaedukacyjnego
znajdująsiędzieciimigrantów,uchodźców,reemigrantów,dziecipochodzącezrodzindwukul-
turowych,zmniejszościnarodowychietnicznych.Donajczęściejwystępującychproblemów,
zktórymimierząsięnajmłodsimigranci,należąbarieryjęzykowe.Językpolskijestobcydla
dzieciporozumiewającychsięwśrodowiskudomowyminnymjęzykiem.
Cel badań. Wliteraturzebrakujebadańdotyczącychkomunikacjizmałymdzieckiemwję-
zykuinnymniżdomowy.Istniejącebadaniaiopracowaniaodnosząsiędoedukacjiwzakre-
sie językaobcegodzieci starszych.Celembadań jestzatemweryfikacjasposobupostrzega-
nia komunikacji zmałymdzieckiemotoczonymw środowisku domowym językiem innym
niżjęzykpolskiprzezosobypracującewżłobkach.Celemjesttakżepróbaokreślenia,jakie
sąsposobyudzielaniawsparciawkomunikacjiwjęzykuinnymniż językdomowydziecka.
Metody.Autorkiwybrałymetodęsondażudiagnostycznego.Badaniesondażowezrealizowano
przedwybuchempandemiiCOVID-19,przywykorzystaniukwestionariuszaankiety.Wzięło
wnimudział136nauczycielekzatrudnionychwżłobkach.Reprezentowanebyływszystkie
żłobkipublicznezterenuPoznania.
Wyniki.Wwynikuprzeprowadzonegobadaniaokreślono,jakietrudnościwprocesiekomunikacji
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zdzieckiemfunkcjonującymwśrodowiskudomowymwjęzykuinnymniżjęzykpolskiwskazują
osobyzatrudnionewżłobkach.Ustalonotakże,żeopiekunkiporozumiewająsięzdziećmiprzede
wszystkimwjęzykupolskim,astosowaneprzeznierozwiązaniasąwdużejmierzeintuicyjne.
Wnioski.Wśródwnioskównależyprzedewszystkimwskazać,żeniemadotejporyrozwią-
zańsystemowychdotyczącychwspieraniarozwojukomunikacjidziecidotrzeciegorokużycia
pochodzącychzinnychobszarówkulturowych.Opiekunki,wtrosceodobrodzieci,poszukują
samodzielnieróżnorodnychrozwiązań,sąonejednakczęstodoraźneiniewystarczające.

Słowa kluczowe:migracja,dzieckodolattrzech,językpolskijakojęzykobcy,domowyjęzyk
dziecka,społecznyjęzykdziecka,wczesnodziecięcaedukacja,żłobek.

Introduction

Migration is understood as one of the forms of people’s mobility involving crossing a national 
border and resulting in a relatively permanent change of their place of residence (Anacka, 
Okólski,2018,p.17).InPoland,sincetheendofthetwentiethcenturyandduringthefirsttwo
decadesofthetwenty-firstcentury,moreandmorecitizensfromothercountrieshavebeen
encounteredinlocalcommunities.MałgorzataHerudzińskareferstotheseindividualsasfor-
eigners, people coming from another country, and people who do not have Polish citizenship 
(Herudzińska,2018,p.190).Foreignersareencounteredinprofessional,family,colleague,
and social situations. They are increasingly rarely tourists only. This fact is unequivocally 
indicated by data from the 2002 National Census, which distinguished a category of foreign-
ersdefinedaspersonswithoutPolishcitizenship(Andrejuk,Fihel, 2018, pp. 197–207). This 
isalsoconfirmedbydatafromtheOfficeforForeignersindicatingaclearincreasesince
2008 in the number of applications for work permits and residence in Poland (Herudzińska,
2018, p. 190). At the beginning of the 21st century, it was reported that the amount of people 
who know at least one person from another country (most often Ukrainian citizens living in 
Poland) has increased greatly. Currently, 33% of the population admit to knowing a person 
with non-Polish citizenship or non-Polish origin living temporarily or permanently in our 
country (Herudzińska,2018,p.190).AccordingtothedatapostedonthewebsiteMigracje.
gov.pl [Migrations.gov.pl], in 2021, there are 289,449 foreigners registered in Poland who 
have been permitted to stay temporarily and, in addition, 83,841 people staying in Poland 
for permanent residence (Fihel, 2018, pp. 68-77; Migracje.gov.pl. Statystyki [Statistics]). 
ThisgroupincludesthelargestnumberofcitizensofUkraine(244.2thousand),Belarus
(28.8thousand),Germany(20.5thousand),Russia(12.7thousand),Vietnam(10.9thousand),
India (9.9 thousand), Italy (8.5 thousand), Georgia (7.9 thousand), China (7.1 thousand), and 
the United Kingdom (6.6 thousand) (Migracje.gov.pl., Cudzoziemcy w Polsce [Foreigners 
in Poland]). Migration is a complex, multifaceted phenomenon, conditioned by a range of 
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differentfactors,includingeconomic,politicalandsocialfactors(Ślusarczyk,2014,p.75).
Inrecenttimes,theproblemofmigrationhasbeenontheincrease.Russia’saggression

againstUkrainehassignificantlyintensifiedthescaleofthephenomenon,andinternational
protectionofthoseaffectedbytheconsequencesofhostilitieshasbecomeoneoftheleading
challengesofEuropeangovernments.AsthewebsiteoftheOfficeforForeigners(Urząd do 
Spraw Cudzoziemców [OfficeforForeigners])(entrydatedJanuary2023)reads:“Lastyear,
theOfficeforForeignersissuedalmost11,000decisionsininternationalprotectioncases.The
numberofpositivedecisions,whichmainlyconcernedcitizensofBelarusandUkraine,was
a record. The average time of proceedings was almost 2 months shorter than the statutory 
deadline” (Urząd do Spraw Cudzoziemców, 2023).

Accordingtoanalysesconductedlastyear,“applicationsforinternationalprotectionin
Polandweresubmittedby9.9thousandforeigners.TheseweremostlycitizensofBelarus–
3.1thousandpersons,Russia–2.2thousandpersons,Ukraine–1.8thousandpersons,Iraq
– 0.6 thousand persons and Afghanistan – 0.4 thousand persons. The number of applications 
submitted was approximately 28 per cent higher than in 2021” (Urząd do Spraw Cudzoziem-
ców, 2023). Thus, it can be seen that systemic support for families of newcomers from abroad, 
alsointhefieldofeducation,isbecomingessentialtoday.

The child as a migrant

Attheendofthetwentiethcentury,statisticsandtheresultsofscientificresearchcarriedout
exposed issues related to the temporary stay of adults abroad. Problems resulting from the tem-
porary (incomplete) separation of children and parents were indicated (Danielewicz, Izdebska, 
& Krzesińska-Żach,2001,pp.79–83;Danielewicz, 2003, pp. 103–142; Matyjas,2008,pp.
233–236), the issue of visiting families (Szlendak, 2011, pp. 492–493) and issues of the so-called 
“Euro-orphanhood”or“socialorphanhood”.Attentionhasbeendrawntotheconsequencesof
a child’s separation from its caregivers, e.g., the feeling of loneliness and the risk of unfavour-
able changes in the child’s development (Izdebska, 2004, p. 40). In statistics from recent years, 
migration of adults with children and whole families has been recorded more frequently. These 
are not only departures from Poland, but more and more often family migrations to our country.

Regardlessofwhenandwheremigrationtakesplace,thesituationofthechildmigrantis
similar.Apartfromdrasticsituationsofspontaneousflightandseparationfromthefam-
ily, the child is in a position of dependence on the decisions of adults, usually members 
of the family, including most often the parents. It is not the child who decides to leave 
his or her country, town, village, or neighbourhood. The child passively submits to this 
decision (Nowicka, 2015, p. 124).
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Childrenarethereforesociallydisadvantagedasaresultoftheculturaldifferencesawait-
ing them in their new environment, for which they are not as prepared as adults possibly are. 
Theirparents’/guardians’decisiontorelocateisoftendifficultforthemtounderstandandac-
cept.Itshouldbenotedthatadaptationisdealtwithdifferentlybychildrenofdifferentages.It
is also determined, among other things, by their previous experiences, the level and extent of 
supportreceivedinthecloserandfurtherenvironment.However,forthem,migrationisabove
all a loss of contact with close people: grandparents, distant family, friends from the backyard, 
school playground, etc. To highlight the scale of the phenomenon of the presence of foreign 
minors in the social space in Poland, it should be noted that among the children living in our 
countryin2021,comingfromculturallydifferentfamilies,therewere:4360infants,3579chil-
dren over the age of one, 3049 two-year-olds, 3024 three-year-olds, 3166 four-year-olds, 3351 
five-year-olds,3302six-year-olds,3100seven-year-olds,3015eight-year-olds,2859children
in their tenth year and 2863 children over the age of ten. Adolescents up to the age of eighteen 
in 2021  lived in Poland in the following order: age 11 – 2787, age 12 – 2711, age 13 – 2490, 
age 14 – 2156, age 15 – 2129, age 16 – 2074, age 17 – 1945. People coming from another 
country and entering adulthood in Poland were as many as 3718 (Migracje.gov.pl. Statystyki).

However,thenumberofforeignchildreninneedofsupportissteadilyincreasing.As
Głos Nauczycielski[VoiceofTeachers]reportedonDecember7,2022,“duetotheoutbreak
of war in Ukraine, at least 350,000 school-age children arrived in Poland last school year. Al-
most 40 per cent of them started their education in Polish schools. At the end of last school 
year, young Ukrainians with refugee experience accounted for 4% of all pupils in Poland” 
(Głos Nauczycielski, 2022).

Children from migrant families in Poland can currently be divided into:
–childrenofimmigrants,i.e.,personswhosecultureoforiginisdifferentfromthePol-
ish culture;
– children of re-emigrants, i.e., persons of Polish nationality who have returned to Poland 
after spending some time abroad;
– children belonging to national or ethnic minorities on account of their bilingualism 
andbiculturalism(especiallychildrenofRomaoriginduetotheirculturalspecificity);
– children from bicultural families, i.e., children of foreigners working in Poland, chil-
dren of refugees, and children from bicultural marriages living permanently in Poland 
(Machul-Telus, 2014).

Among children in need of additional educational support are children of immi-
grants, refugees, re-emigrants, children from bicultural families or national and eth-
nic minorities. The most common problems confronting the youngest migrants include:

linguistic barriers - unfamiliarity with the language of the host country, poor school per-
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formancerelatedtolanguageproficiency,unfamiliaritywithcompulsoryschoolingreg-
ulations, unfamiliarity with the language and culture of the country where the student 
comesfrom,fearofculturaldifference(reciprocal),differentorunclearmutualexpecta-
tions,insufficientpreparationofteachersandtheschool,includingeducationalmaterials
toworkwithchildrenfromothercultures,difficultiesinestablishingemotionalcontact
with children and in communicating with their parents (Machul-Telus, 2014).

The nursery in Poland in the educational process of a child under the 
age of three – selected contexts

The nursery is an institution where there is secondary socialisation. It is a process involving 
both children with Polish citizenship and children of foreigners who choose to use this form of 
earlychildhoodeducation.Becauseyoungpeoplebetweentheagesof18and40accountforthe
largest percentage of migrants living in our country (Migracje.gov.pl. Cudzoziemcy w Polsce 
[Foreigners in Poland]), some of them are parents of young children. When they become gain-
fully employed, they entrust the care of their children to early childhood education institutions. 
However,therearenosystemicsolutionsinourcountrytosupportyoungchildrenandtheir
caregivers in a new cultural and linguistic environment. As a rule, the nursery in the public’s 
mind functions as a care and educational institution where a young child is placed due to the 
necessity of separating from working parents. This perception of the nursery derives from the 
tradition of day-care centres focusing on the care and hygiene of the child for the preservation 
ofits“fragile”life,aswellasfromtheworkplacenurseriesbuiltasearlyastheinter-warperiod,
to which mothers sent their children when they were forced to undertake gainful employment. 
Thiswayofconstructingsocialknowledgeaboutnurserieswassignificantlyfuelledbythe
traditionsofthefunctioningoftheseinstitutionsinthePolishPeople’sRepublic(PRL)after
1945,aperiodinwhichthereconstructionofall“post-warruins”wasnotbasedontheideals
of personalism, but was interpreted in the spirit of reproduction and through the prism of the 
socialist cult of work. Although in Poland the nursery is burdened with the peculiar stigma of 
childhood trauma, more and more we are facing a situation in which it is becoming a place of 
authentic education. Postulating the creation of a favourable educational space for all children 
attendingthenurseryisimportantbecause,asBogusławŚliwerskiindicates,educationfulfils
a socialising and liberating function (Śliwerski,2003,p.905).Thefirstfunctionconsistsof
socialising the person, leading him or her towards the ability to control and sublimate emotion-
alityinasociallyacceptableway,to“resolveconflictsbydiscursivemeans”(Śliwerski,2003,
pp. 905–906). The second function concerns the individual’s liberation from social, and envi-
ronmentaldomination“torecognisetheillegitimatedemandsintheenvironmentofpeople’s
lives to enable them to creatively develop their agency and to turn towards qualitatively new 
practices and forms of social and individual life, towards qualitatively new ways of human 
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existence” (Śliwerski,2003,pp.906).Thus,educationisbothafactorshapingtheidentityof
apersonand“anindispensablecreativeconditionofone’snaturaldevelopment”(Śliwerski,
2003, p. 906). The education perceived in this way should also become a part of children coming 
fromdifferentculturalbackgrounds,toprovidethemwithoptimalconditionsforadaptationso
that these children can develop harmoniously in the new community with a sense of security 
andacceptanceoftheirdifferences,traditions,physiognomy,etc.

Educatingachildbelowtheageofthreeisaprocessinwhichthechildshouldnotbeinflu-
enced, but stimulated, to enable the young person to be active from the inside, which develops 
and manifests itself externally (Kupisiewicz, 2010, p. 134). The organisation of educational 
work should therefore be based on orienting children towards interaction, cooperation, and 
symbolic or other play should be considered as important as cultural learning. The role of 
adults is primarily to prepare the physical space, i.e., the selection of toys, the arrangement of 
the environment, and furthermore to prepare the social space as a result of careful observation, 
sensitive involvement, and accompanying development. The education of the child under the 
age of three aims to support the child’s development by creating a space, an environment, and 
a circumstance conducive to the accumulation of knowledge and the acquisition of skills in a 
natural, unforced and spontaneous way in the everyday, ordinary situations in which the child 
participates. In the process of education below the age of three, the child brings out, sustains and 
improveshisorherresourcesinso-called“naturalsituations”,primarilythroughfreeexplora-
tion, play, occasional interaction with others, and imitation of people in the environment. The 
aims of early childhood education are inextricably connected with developmental tasks and 
concernthethreegroupsofkeycompetenciesthatthechilddevelopsinthefirstyearsoflife.
The goals of early childhood education will therefore be:

 – supporting the development of locomotion,
 – supporting the development of handling,
 – supporting communication development.

AccordingtoWaldemarSegiet,adoptingBasilBernstein’sposition,languageis“aguideto
theworld”and“linguisticwaysofapprehendingrealityandpreferencesforcertainalternatives
[...] stabilise over time, forming the child’s cognitive, social and emotional orientation” (Segiet, 
2017,p.34).Childrenwhosehomelanguageisdifferentfromthelanguageofthewidersocial
environment are in a special situation. They function simultaneously in two linguistic spaces.

Home language vs. social language of the young child from a migrant family

In the literature, the notions of bilingualism (full-coordinate, pure; complex; mixed; subordinate 
(Kurcz, 2007, p. 18); later (Wodniecka-Chlipalska, 2011, p. 256)) and second languages func-
tion.Bilingualismisusuallyunderstoodasthesimultaneoususeoftwolanguagesthatcanbe
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acquiredatthesameordifferenttimes.Alsomentionedis“primarybilingualism”,characterised
by a child mastering two languages in a natural setting before the age of three (Katchan, 2007, 
p. 155). Attention is drawn to the fact that simultaneous mastery of two languages requires 
theactivationof“code-switching”skills,whichmaydetermineayoungchild’slowerlevelof
communicativeproficiencyineachlanguage(Snow, 2005, pp. 481–482). The second language 
isconsideredtobetheonemasteredbythosewhohaveachievedadegreeoffluencyinthe
firstlanguage(Snow, 2005, pp. 478–479). It is assumed that the earlier this learning begins, 
the better (DeKeyser, Larson-Hall,2005,pp.88–108).Forthispaper,however,wewilluse
differentterms.Thesubjectofourinterestistheyoungchilduptotheageofthree.Wecannot
yetspeakofeitherafirstlanguage,asecondlanguageorbilingualism.Expandingthechild’s
space through his or her participation in nursery education involves taking up social contacts 
in a language other than the one used as a tool in the communication process with those clos-
esttohimorher.Wethereforeproposetheterms“homelanguage”(e.g.,Wodniecka-Chlipal-
ska,2011,p.255)and“sociallanguage”.AccordingtoSocialLearningTheory,languageas
a social tool is acquired by the child in the course of his/her participating relationships with 
otherpeople(languageacquisitionsocialisationsystem).Inthefirstinstance,thesearerela-
tionshipswithcaregiversduring“eye-to-eye”contact.Childrenhearandlearnaspecialtype
ofmaternal/nativelanguagereferredtoas“child-directspeech”(adultspeechdirectedtothe
child),or“babytalk”(childspeech).Itsprimaryfunctionisnottoexchangeinformation,but
to maintain the relationship between child and carer in natural, everyday situations (Milewski, 
2011, p. 28). Caregivers communicate with children, e.g., during grooming activities, and use 
specificlinguisticandpara-linguisticpatternscharacterisedby:sloweddownpace,clearly
marked intonation, high basic tones, repetition, simple syntax, and simple vocabulary relating 
to the child’s immediate experiences. This enables the child to gain basic information about 
approval or disapproval (Gleason, Ratner,2005,pp.418–419).Caregiversusuallydothisin
onelanguage,lessoftenintwodifferentlanguagessimultaneouslyandinparallel.Inaddition,
they engage in a range of child-reinforcing activities (gestures and actions) (Bruner,1975,
pp.1–19)and“attunement”behaviours(tothechild’sactivity,attention,etc.)thatfosterthe
child’s trust and attachment to the caregiver (Schaffer,2005,pp.125–134).Itisimportantto
note that children show a biological readiness to imitate: facial expressions, gestures, vocalisa-
tions, and establishing protodialogue. They identify the caregiver’s voice at an early age, dis-
tinguishitfromothervoicesandmasterlip-readingskillsthatfacilitatespeechidentification
(Vasta, Haith,&Miller,2004,p.408).Theydifferentiatesoundsspecifictothelanguagethey
hear in their environment (Jusczyk,1995,pp.263–301).Duringthefollowingweeksoflife,
their sensitivity to the phonemes of home language spoken by caregivers increases. Although 
children are born with the ability to distinguish all the phonemes found in the languages of 
the world, most of them are incorporated into the category of phonemes needed to interpret 
thelanguagetheyheareverydayspokenbyhouseholdmembers.“Eliminatingallunneces-
sary categories helps infants focus on the few needed to master their home language” (Eliot, 
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2008,p.504).By“homelanguage”,therefore,wemeanthelanguagethatthechildacquires
during the earliest interactions with the closest caregivers in the family environment, which 
ischaracterisedbythepreviouslymentionedfeatures.“Sociallanguage”,ontheotherhand,
is for us a language that applies outside the family. The child assimilates it while participating 
in relationships outside the home, and in the wider social space. Immersed in the language of 
the social environment, in situations natural to that environment, he or she acquires vocabu-
lary,phraseologicalcompounds,sociallyusefulterms,grammaticalrules,etc.Researchers
Wallace E. LambertandRichardG.Tucker (1972) refer to this mode of language learning as 
early partial immersion. They assume that the second language functions as a means of com-
munication and the construction of knowledge and the development of skills and competen-
cies in a non-familial environment. The second language is thus a tool in social interactions: 
with adults and peers outside the family. In the case of a child from a migrant family, contact 
with a second language usually occurs after crossing the threshold of an educational institu-
tion. Until then, the primary language for the child is the language of the home environment, 
while the second language is (at least initially) reduced to a subordinate status. The language 
barrierthatachildencounterscancausedifficultiesinhisorherfunctioningoutsidethehome
environment (Izdebska, 2004, p. 40). Gradual immersion in a new language may involve the 
initiation of interlingual transfer (McLaughlin,2007,p.144).Itshouldbenotedatthispoint
thatthetwolanguagesassimilatedbyayoungchildfromamigrantfamilydifferinthewayin
which they are immersed in each language.

Table 1
The situation of the child assimilating home and community language

Features of a language 
acquisition situation

Homelanguage Social language

Persons The closest caregivers with whom a 
relationship is formed from the be-
ginning of the child’s life.

People, a child meets at some 
stage in their life outside the 
home.

A moment in a 
child’s development

From the beginning of a child’s life. Usually during early or middle 
childhood.

The needs of the 
child

In the process of mutual matching 
between caregivers and the child, 
carers gradually identify the child’s 
needs and learn to respond to the 
vocalisations sent by the child. Adult 
language is used to name the child’s 
needs and accompany situations to 
fulfilthem.

The child signals needs to the 
environment in a way that is ef-
fective in the home environment. 
The child’s signals and messages 
are not always recognised in the 
new social space. Failure to un-
derstand the child’s signals/mes-
sages results in a failure to meet 
the child’s needs.
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Features of a language 
acquisition situation

Homelanguage Social language

Aims Languageisfirstatoolforbuilding
an attachment relationship with 
caregivers, and only secondarily for 
communication between caregiver 
and child.

Languageisusedtocommunica-
te, and then to build relationships 
with people in the social envi-
ronment.

Space Space expands with the child’s mo-
tor, cognitive, social, and emotional 
development: from the immediate 
environment (own body, caregiver’s 
body, cot, cradle, pram) to the space 
oftheroom,flat,house,etc.
The child gets to know the space 
polysensorially (e.g., voice, sight of 
the caregiver’s face, contact with the 
caregiver’s body, feeling the caregi-
ver’s body temperature, smell, etc.).

A space that the child is not fa-
miliar with, new, unfamiliar. It 
isfilledwithunfamiliarobjects
and people (previously unknown 
images,sounds,smells,different
ambient temperatures, etc.). The 
child enters a space that he or she 
has to know and make his or her 
own. Gradually, the child gets to 
knowandtametheobjectsand
forms relationships with them.

Situations Familiar to the child, safe, related 
to e.g., activities of daily living, 
adapted to the rhythm of the child’s 
activity, performed in a relatively 
constant and predictable way for the 
child.

New, unfamiliar to the child, re-
quiring the child to adapt to their 
particularities: rhythm and regu-
larity. Initially unpredictable for 
the child and therefore disruptive 
to their sense of security.

Source: Own study.

Asmallchildfromamigrantfamily,surroundedathomebyadifferentlanguageto
that of the wider social environment, is faced with having to:

 – copingwithseparationanxiety(ataskparticularlydifficultforchildrenaged
8monthsto2years)(Kendall,2004,p.100),

 – adaptation to a new environment,
 – adaptation to a new language.

These are three tasks that overlap with the natural developmental tasks facing the 
young child.

Models of language education of the migrant child

The most common distinction is between the two models of education in the language 
ofthecountrywherethechildhasarrived.Bothconcernchildrenwhohavemastered
the basics of the home language, while the language of the social space of the country 
where the child is staying is foreign to the child.
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1. Integrated model – children of migrants attend normal education classes and 
take language lessons in addition.

2. Separationmodel–childrenofimmigrantslearninseparateclasses(“prepara-
tion classes”) usually for twelve months, until they have learned the language 
sufficientlytoparticipateactivelyinschoolactivities(Machul-Telus,2014).

In Poland, the integration model is dominant. Accordingly, children of migrants 
“areobligedtoattendnormalschoolclassesregardlessoftheirlevelofknowledgeof
Polish, and additional language classes are organised after school (Ustawa o systemie 
oświaty oraz Rozporządzenie Ministra Edukacji Narodowej z dnia 4 października 2001 
r. w sprawie przyjmowania osób niebędących obywatelami polskimi do publicznych 
przedszkoli, szkół, zakładów kształcenia nauczycieli i placówek[ActandRegulation
of the Minister of National Education of 4 October 2001 on the admission of persons 
who are not Polish citizens to public kindergartens, schools, teacher training centres 
and institutions])” (Machul-Telus, 2014). This does not mean, however, that these 
children are not covered by foreign language (Polish language) support, as additional 
Polish language learning, organised by the municipality in the form of a preparation 
course (more than 15 foreign pupils) or additional Polish language lessons (less than 
15 foreign pupils), is free of charge and can last no longer than 12 months (at least two 
hours per week) (Machul-Telus, 2014).

Neither of these models is oriented towards the needs and opportunities of younger 
children entering early childhood education in the nursery.

Social language of the child as perceived by professionals working in 
nurseries in the context of a research study

Therearetwentylarge,multi-sitepublicnurseriesinPoznań.Informationgatheredduring
meetings, workshops, and training sessions for childminders indicates that early childhood 
education in these institutions is provided to children who speak a language other than Pol-
ish in their home environments. We decided to identify this issue, so we designed a pilot 
study and set ourselves three research aims:

 – explore what is the level of quality of communication with a child speaking a 
languageotherthanPolishinthehomeenvironment,assubjectivelyassessedby
nursery workers,

 – identify ways in which the child is supported in the process of communicative re-
lations in a language other than his/her home language,

 – identifythedifficultiesintheprocessofcommunicationwithachildfunctioning
inthehomeenvironmentinalanguageotherthanPolishasperceivedbystaff
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working in nurseries.

Apilotstudy(diagnosticsurvey)wascarriedoutjustbeforethecoronaviruspandemic
outbreak, using a survey questionnaire. It involved 136 female nursery teachers. All public 
nurseriesinthePoznańareawererepresented.ThesurveyindicatedthatPolishwasthelan-
guage of everyday communication between the nursery workers and the children. Almost 
half, i.e., 45.59%, of the professionals, have or have had under their care children who are 
surrounded by a language other than Polish in their home environment. Most often they 
have regular contact with one (48.43% of the respondents) or two (34.37% of the caregiv-
ers) children with a home language other than Polish. As many as 92.19% of the childmin-
ders declared that they work with children older than one year and 7.81% care for younger 
children. The dominant home language of most of these children is Ukrainian: 76.56% of 
caregivers have children under care who speak this language at home. According to 18.75% 
ofthechildminders,somechildrenfromUkrainianfamiliescommunicateathomeinRus-
sian. In Poznan nurseries there are also children communicating at home with the following 
languages:Belarusian,French,English,Italian,Spanish,Georgian,Moroccan,Arabic,Greek,
Nigerian, and Chinese and children communicating with their parents using sign language. 
Theseareisolatedcases,butthediversityofchildren’shomelanguagesandthedifference
betweentheselanguagesfromthespecificityofthePolishlanguagecannotbeoverlooked.

Research results and discussion

The level of communication with a child speaking a language other than Polish in the home 
environment was rated by the carers on a scale of 1 to 5 points. The largest number of re-
spondents (31.25%) gave a score of 3 points – they therefore considered the quality of com-
munication to be satisfactory. In addition, 26.56% of the caregivers awarded 4 points and 
20.31% assigned 5 points. This means that for almost half of the participants in the study, 
communicationwithachildfunctioningathomewithadifferentlanguageissatisfactory.
Two points were assigned by 12.5% of the respondents. Only 4.69% rated it at one point. 
The statements of the caregivers show that they rate their competence highly and at the 
same time expect the children to adapt to the language of the institution. Of these, 23.44% 
consider that speaking to the child in Polish is enough for them to start communicating in 
thatlanguage.Thisisdemonstratedbythefollowingstatements:“Wespeaktothechildin
a commonly used language. In the institution she or he hears every day for 5 days a week. 
ThechildlearnssayingsinPolish,simpleandshortsentences”,“Thereisnoneedforthis
because we communicate well with the child in Polish”. Some caregivers realise that func-
tioninginanotherlanguage,inanewplace,amongunknownpeopleisadifficultsituation
forthechild,asevidencedbythefollowingstatement:“Theboyfunctionsathomeinhis
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nativelanguageandthenursery,hemustusePolish”.Itisworthnotingthewording“must”
usedbythecaregiver.Thechildhasnochoice.His/hertaskistofitintotheenvironmentthe
child is entering. Furthermore, 3.12% of the professionals believe that the parents should give 
thechildsupportintheprocessoflearningthesociallanguage:“Thesupportshouldcome
fromtheparents,buttheydonotknowPolish,sooureffortsarenoteverything”.Intheir
view, the responsibility for preparing children to function in a second language belongs to 
their direct caregivers and not to those employed in the institution. The parents are induced 
tocommunicatewiththechildinPolishby7.81%oftherespondents,e.g.,“Wetrytotalk
to the parents so that they communicate at home in Polish, so that the children understand 
thecaregivers”,“IftherearechildrenfromUkraine,weasktheparentstohaveoneofthem
speak to the child in Polish”.

According to the participants of the research, there are no system solutions to facilitate 
the child’s entry into the space of non-home language, the social language. Furthermore, 
as many as 35.93% of the caregivers do not provide any support to the child in the process 
of entering the space of language other than the home language. The forms indicated by 
the caregivers to support young children to function in a non-home language environment 
shouldbeconsideredintuitive,andconductedasindividual“teachingexperiments”.These
are compared in Table 2. There are few solutions.

Table 2
Forms of support for children to function in the language of the social environment*

Form Statements 
by caregivers 

in %

Form Statements 
by caregivers 

in %
use of gestures 6,25 hiring a full-time Ukrainian 

caregiver who communicates 
with the child in his/her home 
language

3,12

translation/ interpretation* 4,69 repetition of words and phrases 1,56
setting time aside for commu-
nication with the child

4,69 namingobjectsandactivities 1,56

use of songs with Polish 
words

4,69 equipping the child with basic 
words in Polish

1,56

use of the translator 3,12 introducing words during play 1,56
speaking the child’s home 
language

3,12 introduction of words based on 
illustrations

1,56

* The category created by the caregivers is imprecise. It is not clear how they translate the 
messages to the child. Does it involve using words from the child’s home language?
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Form Statements 
by caregivers 

in %

Form Statements 
by caregivers 

in %
slowing down the pace of 
speech

3,12 reading fairy tales in Polish 1,56

speaking clearly to the child 3,12 conducting demonstration acti-
vities

1,56

Source: Own study.

Theparticipantsinthesurveyidentifiedfourtypesofdifficultiesintheprocessofcommu-
nication with a child surrounded by a language other than Polish in the home environment. 
These are related to:

 – A language barrier due to the clash of two languages: the language of the home and 
thelanguageoftheinstitution(26.56%),e.g.;“IthappensthatIhavetoguesswhat
the child is asking or saying to me. I try to understand what the child means. I try not 
toleavethechildwithoutsolvingtheproblemuntiltheend”;“Notunderstanding
whatthechildissayingtome”;“Idon’talwaysknowif,whenIspeaktothechild,
heorsheunderstandsme”;and“IknowneitherFrenchnorUkrainian.IspeakEn-
glish with my French dad”.

 – Communicationwiththeirparents(17.19%),e.g.,“It’sthattheparentsdon’twantand
don’t see the need to consolidate in the child those phrases, words that the child learns 
in the nursery from the caregiver. Some parents think that the time for learning Polish 
willcomewhenthechildgoestoaPolishschool”,“Thecaregiverdoesnotalways
understand all the words in Polish. The carer doesn’t ask questions, I’m not always 
sure the parent understands what I’m telling them about their child”.

 – Theageofthechild(6.25%),e.g.,“Thechilddoesnotspeakyet.Sometimestries
tosaysomething,butinhis/herownlanguage.ItisneitherPolishnorArabic”;“The
childdoesnotcommunicatewithmeinspecificwordsbecausehe/shecannotyettalk”.

 – Child’spoorvocabularyinPolish(6.25%),e.g.,“Childspeakspoorly,showsalot”;
“Sometimesitisnecessarytocommunicateinsimplewords”.

Therespondentsdeclaredthatintheirrelationshipwiththechargestheyaremotivatedby:“The
desiretounderstandthechild’smessageandtohelpbecauseofthelanguagedifference”,as
one of the caregivers phrased it.

Recommendations

Thepresentedpilotstudyprovidesabasisfordesigningmorein-depthresearch.However,it



93Polish as a social language of a child from a migrant family 93

shows that meeting a young child’s needs is the foundation for his or her safe development in 
the new environment of an educational institution. A tool in the process of meeting the chil-
d’s needs is the familiar language in which the child communicates them. The situation of 
changingenvironmentandchanginglanguageisdoublydifficultforthechild.Nurserycarers
recognise this, although they do not have the tools to facilitate the child’s process of adapta-
tiontothenewlanguage.Thesolutionstheyuseareintuitive.Becauseofthedynamicsof
the migration phenomenon and the systematic increase in the number of children of migrants 
ineducationalinstitutions,thecategoryofthechild’shomelanguageasdifferentfromthe
language of the social institution should exist in the minds of nursery carers. It is necessary 
(in the process of education and advanced training of caregivers of young children) to focus 
on preparation for working with a child functioning in the home environment in a language 
other than Polish. It also makes sense to develop methodological solutions to facilitate young 
children’s immersion in Polish as the language of the wider social space. The authors will 
continuetheresearchprojectalreadyinthenewsituation–connectedwiththeadmissionof
refugee families from Ukraine to our country.
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