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Russian-speaking migrant pupils' presence in the UK

Increasing number of Russian-speaking pupils in UK schools (Department 

for Education, 2016; Independent Schools Council, 2015; Makarova and 

Morgunova, 2009).

In 2004, the ‘new mobilities were set in place’ (Mariou et al., 2016, p.100) 

when some of the Russian-speaking countries have joined the European Union, 

the significant influx of the Russian-speaking population began and continues 

up to date from Former Soviet Union Countries.
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Immigrant children academically outperforming the native children, 

in spite of the corresponding deprived circumstances

(Palacios et al., 2008; Qin and Han, 2011; ‘the paradox of the Chinese 
learner’ by Marton et al., 1997, Glenn and Jong, 1996; Bodovski and 

Durham, 2010; Kao and Tienda, 1995; somewhat supported by Svensson’ 
(2012) study; evidence of immigrant paradox in the UK – Strand, 2014; 

Chen, 2007).

The existence - controversial (Chuang and Moreno, 2011).

The concept of ‘Immigrant paradox’
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Possible causes:
• The linguistic diversity in England, while being a ‘part of the everyday 

classroom reality’ (Leung, 2002, p.1), still remains ‘invisible’ and 
‘understated’, and tagged a problematic nature in educational policy 
which lacks unanimous structured guidance for EAL support.

• The perceived logical generalisability of the research of other immigrant 

groups in the UK;

• The way of life that Russian-speaking immigrants lead, accurately put 

as ‘invisible community’ by Kopnina (2005, p. 205);

Russian-speaking migrant children remain 'understated' and 

'invisible'
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EAL Context (UK): Russian-

speaking migrant pupils

Children’s 
voices (Hohti, 

2016)

Vygotskian SCT

McAdams’ PD 
theory (2015)

The L2 

Motivational Self 

System 

(Dörnyei, 2009)

Change of sociocultural environment, and 
consequently language, influences overall 

psychological and personality development process 

(Lantolf and Poehner, 2014; Vygotsky, 2005) 

reinforces

• Age-specific,

• Language Minority,

• [Language] Incompetence 'status' of recent 

migrant children and associated with these

• Defencelessness, Vulnerability and Sensitivity
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Socially-Constructed Personality Development
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McAdams’ Lines of 
Personality 

Development (2015a; 

2015b, 2015c)

‘Little is known 
about the interplay 

of experiences in 

the[se] contexts 

and the 

development of 

personality. ' 

(Donnellan, et al., 

2006, p. 289)



Research questions

1. What issues/experiences do Russian-speaking migrant pupils face in state-

funded English primary schools at Key Stage two?

2. How do they express their personality development lines in the context of the 

issues/experiences?

a) How do they express their Motivated Agent line of personality development in the context of 
their experiences/issues? 

b) How do they express their Social Actor line of personality development in the context of 
their experiences/issues? 
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Russian-
speaking 
pupils

Interviews 
with 
children

Observations Parents Class
teachers, EAL 
coordinators

Multiple Case Study

5 recently

arrived 

Russian-

speaking 

pupils at 

Key stage 

two

30

minutes

twice a 

month 

during 7 

months

7 months 5 

Parents

One-

two 1-

hour-

interview

s

5 class 

teachers on

e-two 1-

hour-

interviews

Sample
Ethnographic participant observations 
during 7-month period, ‘shadowing’, 

(LeCompte and Schensul, 2010); 
including chance conversations, 

‘detached’ observations (Gillham, 2000)

12 Semi-structured interviews using 
creative elicitation techniques with 

each child (‘researcher-initiated 
stimuli’ (LeCompte and Schensul, 

2010, p. 177))

Open-ended 
interviews: with the 

participants’ parents, 
class teachers 

and/or EAL TAs.

Methods of data collection

How do Parents compare post-Soviet andSchool of Education
FACULTY OF ESSL
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Initial learning experiences in the L2 
(English) school 

L: Tell me about how you learn English. When you came here, was it 

difficult for you? 

K: Very.                                                                       

(Katerina, 7 y.o., 2016)

L: When you arrived at this school what was your first impression?

M: It was really scary.
(Margarita, 11 y.o., 2016)
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What do you like the most about school?

English school is a ‘much better place than home’ (Rita, 11 y.o., 2016).

‘it’s interesting’ (Ibid., 2017)

'No marks! Because marks show how you study' (Ibid., 2016)

'Not much homework' (Ibid., 2017)

Would you like less or more homework?
'It’s fine the way it is!' (Ibid., 2017)

L: Do you like school?

K: No!

L: Why not?

K: Sometimes only, when you come! No other time!

(Katerina, 7 y.o., 2016)

L: What do you like the most in 
school? What is the most favourite?
A: Well, when we rest...

(Alisa, 8 y.o., 2016)
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Loneliness, sadness, and fear in school

Y: I was alone. Didn’t work with anyone. Was just 
alone. I was listening, reading, writing. 

Y: It was well like... scary yesterday.

L: Why so?

Y: Well, because I was on my own...alone...I was 

very sad. 

(Yulia, 10 y.o., 2016)
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L2 learning/proficiency and well-being 

'Much better because my English is better'

(Rita, 11 y.o., 2016)

‘Well, I feel fine, because I can speak English well already’ 

‘When I came to this school I... I was behind everyone.’

(Ivan, 9 y.o., 2016)
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L2 learning/proficiency and well-being (Cont.) 

L: What is you most favourite thing in learning English? When you think, 

‘Great, I am learning English!
Y: PE [Physical Education]!

L: Why?

Y: Because in PE language is not needed, but showing! 

(Yulia, 10 y.o., 2017)
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Submissive and shy social behaviour

M: At the end of last year teacher also said, that 
she [Alisa] speaks quietly, and it is just not 
always audible when she wants to answer. 
L: Is it the same at home?
M: No, it is not like this at home. 

(Alisa’s mother, 2017)

‘I won't raise my hand. I am scared.’ 
(Rita, 11 y.o. 2017)

‘Knew the answers but kept quiet.’
(Rita, 11 y.o., 2016).

L: When in Belarus, you also didn't want to present 
or perform?

Y: No, I wanted. It's just here I don't know the 
language so well, and I am afraid to read something 
incorrectly. 

(Yulia, 10 y.o., 2017)

The ‘Silent period’ or sensitivity, anxiety, and reticence?

L: What do you do, if you can't do 

something? Do you tell your teacher?

K: No.

L: Do you just keep quiet? 

K: Yes yes yes.

(Katerina, 7 y.o, 2016,)

(Bligh and Drury, 2015; Drury, 2013; 

Conteh and Brock, 2006; Krashen, 1985)
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First Language (L1, Russian) issues: 

a ‘deficit model of bilingualism’ (Bourne, 2007, p.137) vs. a valuable resource 
(Baker, 2006, p.391) of pupils’ well-being, cognitive, and literacy development.   

How do you feel being Russian in your school? 

Плохо. Ругают часто, когда я говорю по-русски.

'Bad. [I] get scolded a lot, when I speak Russian.

(Katerina, 7 y.o., 2016)

'Я обожаю
говорит по-

русски!' 

'I adore speaking 

Russian!' 
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Drawing ‘My hopes and 
dreams’

‘A horse that flies to 
school and speaks 

Russian’

(Katerina, 7 y.o., 2016)
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Premature assessment of the L2.
Meticulous marking
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He [another boy in Katerina’s 
class] is very intelligent, he is 

very able. Whereas I know 

she isn't.

(Katerina’s class teacher, 
2016)

Academic expectations and generalising attitude 
based on L2 proficiency

'She [Yulia] is not the brightest child in the world. I’ll tell you 
she is kind of average'

(Yulia’s EAL TA, 2016)
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Bullying: physical abuse, social exclusion, linguistic 
bullying

K: (Describes the painting) This is a girl T. 

[name of the boy]

L: Did he offend you?

K: Yes. 

L: What did he do?

K: He spat [on me] and hit [me]. 

L: Tell me, does T. [name of the boy] hit you 

often?

K: Yes.

L: Every day?

K: Yes.

(Katerina, 7 y.o., 2016)

'We don't want to play 

with you‘

‘Shut up!‘‘

Telling Alisa to leave 

when she was with Cathy 

(friend, who was SEN 

pupil)

(Alisa, 8 y.o., 2016)

'I don't want to go to Art. 

I love to draw, but I 

don't want because of 

K...' (a girl Yulia is afraid 

of) 

‘That girl is there, who 
offends me. It happened 

two times already.’
(Yulia, 10 y.o., 2017)
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Dreams and wishes in learning: self-worth and language
Y: I want to speak!

L: In what language?

Y: In English.

L: How do you want to 

speak?

Y: So that I am understood.

(Yulia, 10 y.o., 2017)

L: What would you 

like in school?

A: To be the most 

important in school.

L: Eh?

A: The most 

important in school.

L: The most 

important? Ok. 

(Alisa, 8 y.o., 2017)
‘I am worse than 
others, who… who 
should be worse than 

me.’
(Rita, 11 y.o., 2017)

L: If you had a wish, what would you wish for?

R: I wish I was a child again.

(Rita, 11 y.o., 2017)



Conclusions and Recommendations
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► Bilingualism should be seen as pupils’ unique profile. There should be an awareness of 
what emergent bilingualism entails by the teachers.

► The L1 should be present and used as a resource for pupils in the first year of arrival. 
After the first year since arrival, the L1 should be given an unconditional right to be 
accessed and relied upon, denying which can lead to the fundamental well-being and 
cognitive deprivation. 

► The ‘Silent period’ may denote reticence in learning as an adopted pattern of behaviour 
masking negative emotionality and sensitivity issues (anxiety, fear), which should not be 
seen as a ‘natural’ character.

► Children should not be expected to acquire the L2 in short period of times. Assessment in 
early L2 stages should not be done focusing on the ‘form’

► To prevent isolated strategies, low academic expectations, bullying, etc. issues, a whole 
institutional awareness to deal with EAL pupils.



School of Education
FACULTY OF ESSL

References
Bligh, C., & Drury, R. (2015). Perspectives on the “silent period” for emergent bilinguals in England. Journal of Research in Childhood 
Education, 29, 259–274.
Baker, C. 2006. Foundations of bilingual education and bilingualism.4th ed. Bristol: Multilingual Matters.
Bourne, J. 2007. Reflections and suggestions for ways forward. In: Conteh, J., Martin, P., Robertson, L.H. eds. 2007. Multilingual learning 
stories from schools and communities in Britain. Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books, pp. 135-144.
Bodovski, K. and Durham, R. 2010. Parental Practices and Achievement of Mexican and Chinese Immigrant Children in the USA: assimilation 
patterns? Research in Comparative and International Education. 5(2), pp.156.
Chen, Y. 2007. Contributing to success: Chinese parents and the community school. In: Conteh, J., Martin, P., Robertson, L.H. eds. Multilingual 
learning stories from schools and communities in Britain. Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books, pp. 63-86.
Chuang, S.S. and Moreno, R. eds. 2011. Immigrant children change, adaptation, and cultural transformation. Plymouth: Lexington Books.
Conteh, J and Brock, A. 2011. ‘Safe spaces’? Sites of bilingualism for young learners in home, school and community. International Journal of 
Bilingual Education and Bilingualism. 14(3), pp.347-360. 
Department for Education. 2016. Census: Russian-speaking pupils in London and Leeds. [Online]. [Accessed 29 April 2015]. Available from: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-education. 
Doná, G. 2006. "Children as Research Advisors: Contributions to a ‘Methodology of Participation’ in Researching Children in Difficult 
Circumstances." International Journal of Migration, Health and Social Care. Pavillion Journals Ltd 2(2): 22-34.
Dörnyei, Z. 2009. The L2 motivational Self System. In: Dörnyei, Z and Ushioda, E. eds. Motivation, Language Identity and the L2 Self. Bristol: 
Multilingual Matters, pp.9-42.
Drury, R. 2013. How silent is the ‘Silent Period’ for young bilinguals in early years settings in England? European Early Childhood Education 
Research Journal. 21(3), pp.380-391. 
Gillham, B. 2000. Case study research methods. London: Continuum.
Glenn, CL. and Jong, E.J.  1996. Educating immigrant children: schools and language minorities in twelve nations. New York: Garland Pub.

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-education


Hohti, R. 2016. Children writing ethnography: children's perspectives and nomadic thinking in researching school classrooms. Ethnography and 

Education. 11(1), pp.74-90. 

Independent Schools Council. 2015. Census.  [Online]. [Accessed 7 October 2015]. Available from: 

http://www.isc.co.uk/media/2661/isc_census_2015_final.pdf.

Kao, G. and Tienda, M. 1995. Optimism and achievement: the educational performance of immigrant youth. Social Science Quarterly. 76(1), 

pp.1-19.

Kopnina, H. 2005. East to West Migration: Russian Migrants in Western Europe. Farnham: Ashgate.

Krashen, S.D. 1985. The input hypothesis: issues and implications. London: Longman. 

Lantolf, J.P. and Poehner, M.E. 2014. Sociocultural theory and the pedagogical imperative in L2 Education. New York: Routledge, Taylor and 

Francis Group. 

LeCompte, M.D. and Schensul, J.J. 2010. Designing and conducting ethnographic research. Plymouth, UK: AltaMira Press. 

Leung, C. 2002. English as an additional language. Language and literacy development. Hearts: UKRA United Kingdom Reading Association. 

Makarova, N. and  Morgunova, O. 2009. Russian presence in Britain. Ethnic Minorities and Schools. Moscow: Sovremennaya ekonomika i pravo.

Mariou, E., Bonacina-Pugh, F., Martin, D., and Martin-Jones, M. 2016. Researching language-in-education in diverse, twenty-first century 

settings. Language and Education, 30(2), pp.95-105. DOI: 10.1080/09500782.2015.1103256

http://www.isc.co.uk/media/2661/isc_census_2015_final.pdf


Marton, F., Watkins, D. and Tang, C. 1997. Discontinuities and continuities in the experience of learning: an interview study of high-

school students in Hong Kong. Learning and Instruction. 7(1), pp.21-48.

McAdams, D.P. 2015. The Art and Science of personality development. New York: The Guilford Press. 

Palacios, N., Guttmannova, K. and Chase-Lansdale P.L. 2008. Early Reading Achievement of Children in Immigrant Families: Is There an 

Immigrant Paradox? Developmental Psychology. 44(5), pp.1381-95.

Strand, S. 2014. Ethnicity, gender, social class and achievement gaps at age 16: intersectionality and ‘getting it’ for the white working 

class. Research Papers in Education. 29(2), pp.131-171. [Online]. [Accessed 1 December 2015]. Available from: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2013.767370.

Svensson, Y. 2012. Embedded in a Context: The Adaptation of. Immigrant Youth. Dissertation. Örebro: University Press.

Qin, D. and Han, E.J. 2011. The achievement/adjustment paradox: Understanding the psychological struggles of Asian American children 

and adolescents. In: Chuang, S. and Moreno, R. eds. Immigrant children change, adaptation, and cultural transformation.

Plymouth: Lexington Books, pp. 75-98.

Выготский, Л.С. 2005. Психология развития человека. Москва.: Изд-во Смысл; Изд-во Эксмо. Vygotsky, L.S. 2005. Psychology of 

human development. Moscow: Smysl.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2013.767370

