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This text examines the specificities of migrants’ integration by analysing the attitudes and 
expectations of the Ukrainian war refugees in Poland and their integration into the public 
education system, with a comparative perspective on the experience of the Moroccan refugees 
in the Netherlands. In both situations, the everyday challenges of growing multiculturalism 
in school environments are approached. The analysis presents challenges in integrating fore-
ign-born students and their families into the public education system and mainstream societies 
in both selected countries. In this research, the authors used standardised questionnaires with 
both closed- and open-ended questions, distributed to a group of teachers (N=101) working in 
a multicultural environment in Poland. The results are presented in the text, with an emphasis 
on the challenges of teaching and general work with foreign-born pupils both in the Nether-
lands and Poland. In the discussion, the authors propose a list of challenges for integration 
and coexistence, as well as the potential for future return migration. Finally, an overview of 
dos and don’ts regarding national policies for settling and integrating refugees is provided. 
Both examples are treated according to their potential to be generalised in the integrational 
context of public education policies, the school environment, and the challenges that arise 
when the multicultural environment of pupils, teachers, and parents becomes a new reality.

Keywords: integration, multicultural education, Ukrainian war refugees, foreign-born pupils, inter-
national students

1	 Introduction

Integration as a process can be analysed from many angles, dimensions, communities, 
and spaces (Gatrell, 2013). The authors selected two cases: the Dutch and the Polish, to show 
the general context of migratory strategies introduced in the specific cases, the educational 
system in both countries, and its integrational potential. Even if the two cases are based on 
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different contexts, they both demonstrate similar challenges and the ways these challenges 
were responded to. In both cases, a massive influx of newcomers necessitated the adaptation 
of various institutions of mainstream society. Among specific cases, the educational system in 
both countries, Poland and the Netherlands, were analysed. The research question we want to 
pose is: how these two examples, the Dutch and the Polish, can be compared to identify best 
practices for integrating refugees amid mass inflows and states’ responses to the challenges 
ahead. Educational context is particularly relevant here as it shows the scale of challenges 
and the undertaken actions, as school, apart from its educational function, is perceived as the 
main integration institution incorporating new generations into the society, while transmit-
ting social norms and values (Centre for Civic Education, 2023a, 2023b; Chrostowska, 2024).

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, millions of people fled the 
country. Just three months after the invasion, approximately 2.9 million Ukrainians had fled to 
Poland (mainly women aged 18–65 – 40%, and children – 26%, as well as 2% elderly; source: 
Necel, 2024). This is the sum of two types of Ukrainian refugees: those who had been in Po-
land before the war (1.35 million) and those who arrived after the war started (1.55 million) 
(all data after National Bank of Poland [NBP], 2022). Though Ukrainian migration waves were 
present in Poland before 2022, the immigrants usually continued to take a circular approach 
to their move to Poland, migrating to and from, so technically, they can be classified as la-
bour migrants even though many of them fled due to the conflict and Russian attacks in the 
eastern areas of Ukraine, including Crimea Peninsula. This pattern of working migrants has 
completely changed in 2022. According to the data the Polish Border Guard collected, the 
Polish Ukrainian border noticed a high increase in two-way border crossings – in 2022 alone, 
there were 9,677,000 entries and 7,611,000 departures. In the meantime, over 1 million 
Ukrainians in Poland were granted a PESEL (Polish ID) number, the registration procedure 
that gave them access to free healthcare, education, and various state-financed services in 
Poland. During the first month of their stay, they could travel across the country using public 
transportation free of charge and the estimated 25% of the refugees were hosted by Polish 
citizens. The quantitative change was caused by the invasion of Russia in February 2022, re-
sulting in a more significant number of Ukrainian refugees who are still living with the desire 
to move back to their homeland, but could not be due to a variety of reasons connected 
with war and military actions, demolition of infrastructure, perception of threat, or military 
mobilization. However, the main issue is not in numbers, but in the modes of integration 
following the drawn context. The pre-2022 migration wave consisted mostly of working-age 
people, with limited interest in permanent settlement. What happened after February 2022 
was the feminisation of the Ukrainian refugee community (Andrews et al., 2023), which led 
to the need for inclusion not only in social and labour market segments, but also in educa-
tional services for children. This context was relatively new to Poland, which had, for years, 
faced high out-migration and negative net migration rates. Duszczyk and Kaczmarczyk (2022) 
stated that “immigration to Poland also had several important qualitative features, starting 
with a minimal number of source countries (with a clear majority of post-Soviet countries and 
Ukraine as the most important country of origin)” (p. 165). The main reasons of in-migration 
were: the weak (although developing) Polish economy, relatively high unemployment rates 
(above 10%), and low labour demand since the early 1990s. What played a role here, initially, 
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was the fact that Polish society was not too enthusiastic about refugees’ arrivals in gener-
al. Before February 2022, less than 45% of Poles declared their approval towards refugees 
from conflict regions, and 33% professed their support for granting refugees any temporary 
protection status (Lazarenko & Rabinovych, 2024), while a slightly higher rate – about 50% of 
the public opinion – declared interest in helping Ukrainian refugees. However, just after the 
Russian aggression, this rate changed and skyrocketed to 97% of Poles expressing positive 
attitudes towards Ukrainian refugees, and over 60% declaring their direct involvement in one 
of many forms of help and support to the refugees in their private households (including 
providing shelter and temporary housing free of charge, accessible transportation services 
with private cars, and many other forms of volunteering support, see Andrews et al., 2023). 
Similar high rates of perception of international Polish-Ukrainian relations were expected – 
over 90% of the poll respondents declared their positive attitude.

The integration challenges exceed social needs (Gońda, 2025; Grabowska et al., 2025; 
Polska pomoc Ukrainie, 2025) and can be analysed across various contexts. The authors chose 
to focus on educational practices (Tędziagolska et al., 2022; Directorate-General for Educa-
tion, Youth, Sport and Culture, 2024) to determine which integration challenges occurred, 
according to teachers of both Polish and foreign origin.

This study analyses how such (un)conscious desire and external circumstances may af-
fect the integration process of Ukrainian students and their families in Poland. By exploring 
public statistics in Poland and the empirical data collected from teachers in Polish schools 
(computer-assisted web interviewing [CAWI], N=101), this study presents the challenges Polish 
professionals face in integrating Ukrainian pupils and their families into the public education 
system and the mainstream society. By comparing these challenges with the existing theo-
ry concerning similar challenges in the Dutch education system, this study aims to provide 
an overview of the challenges faced by policy actors and active members of educational 
initiatives dealing with refugees. The selection of these two groups is based on the authors’ 
research and, to some extent, the comparability of the newcomers’ experiences and their 
adaptation in their new settings, as well as on their (Ukrainian) perspectives on integration 
challenges (Mieroszewski Centre, 2024).

2	 Literature review: refugees and integration –  
	 terminologies and phenomena

When studying the flow of migrants who are also viewed as refugees in any national 
context, we realised that it is essential to make a difference between ‘non-forced migration’ 
and ‘forced migration’ due to, for example, war. The first transforms those who move else-
where into ‘migrants’, often described in the existing literature as ‘labour migrants’ (Skeldon, 
2008), while the latter transforms those affected into ‘refugees’ (Loescher, 2021). What both 
these groups have in common is that they leave their homeland to seek a better future for 
themselves and their relatives elsewhere. And yet, they are often treated differently upon 
arrival. “Most non-forced migration is demand driven. People, once they know about oppor-
tunities elsewhere, and that itself is a function of education, will tend to move towards them” 
(Skeldon, 2008, p. 4). People settle in the country where they seek these opportunities and 
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often differ in long-term plans or goals. Some plan to stay and return only occasionally to 
their homeland. Others plan to leave after a specific time (de Haas, 2003). Such differences 
may depend on both the individual and the conditions in the homeland.

“The term ‘refugee’ first entered English to describe the Huguenots expelled from France 
in the seventeenth century” (FitzGerald & Arar, 2018, p. 389). At the beginning of the twentieth 
century, many groups, such as White Russians, Armenians, and German Jews, were labelled as 
refugees by European government administrations (Gatrell, 2013). During that same period, 
Europe had an emerging sense that refugees deserved protections that other mobile persons 
did not (Gatrell, 2013). However, there is still debate in both the academic and public spheres 
over whether certain groups and individuals are refugees or “merely” migrants (FitzGerald & 
Arar, 2018). The open deterrence of refugees became less politically legitimate, even as the 
criteria for selecting these social groups in settler states continued to be deeply embedded 
in Western economics (Kofman et al., 2017; Blankvoort et al., 2024). After World War II, the 
Allied nations drafted the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. In Article 1 
A.2, the Convention describes a refugee as someone who, because of a well-founded fear of 
persecution based on their race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, 
or political beliefs, is outside their home country and cannot—or, due to that fear, does not 
wish to—seek that country’s protection. It also includes individuals without a nationality who, 
for the same reasons, are outside the place where they previously lived and cannot or do not 
want to return (FitzGerald & Arar, 2018). The existing literature shows that the unwillingness to 
return to the homeland often coexists with the desire for such a situation to change. Automat-
ically, the way refugees and displaced people integrate into 
the host country is deeply affected by the understandable 
desire to return home. As Tabor and Milfont (2011) stated, 
when examining any migration process, it is essential to 
consider why people leave their countries (along with their 
jobs, friends, and familiar surroundings) and how they ex-
perience their migration. It is necessary to consider the ex-
periences of those who move between countries and their 
descendants (Ouacha, 2024). The refugee and forced-mi-
gration context of Ukrainian migrants might be compared 
with the former experience of adaptation in the Nether-
lands, when the country had faced a comparable wave of 
newcomers decades earlier, and adapted its educational 
system and the country as a whole to the situation. Simi-
lar challenges in long-distance caring relations have been 
discussed in the literature on children in Polish migratory 
families (Kloc-Nowak & Ryan, 2023), in Ukrainian families, 
and among younger children attending schools in their new 
settings who needed to adapt to the situation.

The Stages of Change model (Tabor and Milfont, 2011, 
p. 825; see model in Figure 1 below) can, therefore, be used 
to develop a deep understanding of the effects of migra-

Figure 1. Stages of Change model.

Source: Authors; see Ouacha (2024) for 
further details.
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tions and migrants’ or refugees’ integration, including children and youth, such as posttrau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) or, at least, problems with self-regulation and self-expression 
(Suarez-Orozco et al., 2018), or language proficiency challenges (Seredyńska-Abou Eid, 2017).

Tabor and Milfont’s model consists of five stages forming the migration process. The 
actual departure separates this model’s first two and the last two parts from the homeland 
location. The first stage is pre-contemplation, i.e. the period in which the individual has not 
seriously considered moving abroad. The second stage, contemplation, examines the possi-
bilities of moving out of the country of origin (Ouacha, 2024). This period may begin before 
any opportunity arises to make this possible, or immediately after an unexpected opportunity 
(e.g., job offers). When potential migrants decide to move abroad, they proceed to the third 
stage, i.e. action. Although decision is a step in itself, the actual psychological ramifications 
are not felt until acting on that decision has begun (e.g., applying for residence, purchasing 
an airplane ticket, or informing extended family members). These challenges may lead to 
higher stress levels, thus demanding a coping response. The stress and coping framework are 
often used to examine the acculturation experiences of migrants and refugees upon arrival 
in their new country (Ward et al., 2001).

Further down in the model, migrants move on from the action stage, as they depart 
from the country of origin, and enter the final stage, that of acculturation, i.e. the process 
resulting from intercultural contact. Psychologists have researched this topic more thor-
oughly than the other stages in the model (Ouacha, 2024). The two most essential aspects 
that migrants and refugees face at this stage are psychological adjustment and sociocultural 
adaptation (Ward & Kennedy, 2001). Within the new cultural context, migrants and refugees 
decide how they would cope in a society that is different from their own. The choices involve 
a relative preference for maintaining one’s culture and cultural identity (cultural maintenance) 
and for having contact with and participating in the host culture (cultural reference) (Berry, 
1980, 2005). Berry’s model of acculturation identifies four distinct acculturation strategies: 
integration, segregation, assimilation, and marginalisation. These strategies depend on how 
migrants and refugees relate to the culture of origin relative to the settlement culture (Berry, 
1980, 2005). This is both on an individual and a collective level.

The experience of marginalisation can present migrants and refugees with an ongoing 
choice of whether to stay in the new country or return to their country of origin (Ley and 
Kobayashi, 2005). Ouacha (2024) adds that historical colonial relationships could shorten the 
cultural distance, but this is not always true. For example, Algerians also experienced margin-
alisation in France, even after their country had been a French colony for 130 years. This also 
happened with the Indonesians migrating to the Netherlands after Indonesia’s independence 
in 1945 (Zara, 2022). What is particularly interesting about this case concerns the way that 
the complex Polish-Ukrainian relations would influence present-day concerns. Poland and 
Ukraine are neighbouring countries with an intense migratory interconnection and a shared 
multicultural history of conflict and cooperation, to some extent comparable to the postcolo-
nial perspective due to Polish domination over Ukraine in the XVI – XVIII centuries and, partly, 
in 1918–1939. Last year, unexpectedly, opened a new chapter in the acculturation processes, 
the one whose ending is still unknown, where Ukrainian refugees in Poland are increasingly 
analysed as merely migrants, or just members of the Polish society. As this process is, in fact, 
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ongoing, it draws public attention, and so researchers interested in its uniqueness search 
for other good practices. In this text, we try to analyse and compare Polish and Dutch cases 
in their integrative contexts.

3	 Regional Contexts of Poland and the Netherlands

Based on the existing literature, this study aims to compare the selected cases—those 
of Poland and the Netherlands—to assess how, and to what extent, it is possible to identify 
or update a model of education-based integration for newcomers in their new environments. 
Both countries have experienced significant inflows of migrants and refugees and have been 
attempting to adapt state institutions to better manage and support these populations. In 
Poland, the 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea triggered the arrival of an estimated one 
million Ukrainian forced migrants, whose integration was primarily linked to the labour 
market. The mass arrival of war refugees after February 2022—predominantly mothers with 
children—created an urgent need to adjust the education system to accommodate many new 
pupils and students (see Eurostat, 2026).

In the Netherlands, 113,000 migrants arrived during the 1990s (De Valk et al., 2004). 
Migration increased further after the country joined the EU, although this study focuses on 
non-EU contexts. Migration has long shaped Dutch society, and the diverse influences of 
migrant communities continue to fuel political, academic, media, and public debates. These 
debates often revolve around the expected level of integration of migrant and refugee groups 
in Western European countries (e.g., Vermeulen & Penninx, 2000). Large-scale research 
among the four main migrant groups in the Netherlands—Turkish, Moroccan, Antillean, and 
Surinamese—found that “perceived discrimination was the strongest negative predictor of 
host national identification” (Verkuyten, 2016, p. 585; de Vroome et al., 2014; see also Tolsma 
et al., 2012). The presence of criminal networks within Surinamese and Moroccan diaspora 
groups has been used by extreme-right politicians to justify polarizing political agendas (Can-
kaya, 2017). Yet empirical evidence shows that navigating a new society can be profoundly 
challenging for migrants, refugees, and their descendants.

Focusing on one of these groups, research on Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands 
shows that education for children was not an immediate priority after migration (De Haas, 
2003). Only when local authorities had noticed that immigrant children were not attending 
school—and that parents were unaware of the necessity of them doing so—did social work-
ers and community organizers begin advocating for their participation in education. As the 
literature indicates, many Moroccan migrants initially intended to return to their homeland 
(Ouacha, 2024). Consequently, schooling in Dutch institutions was not considered essential. It 
was only after a substantial number of families had collectively decided to settle permanently 
in the Netherlands that Moroccan children began entering classrooms across the country.

A quantitative analysis by Bevelander and Veenman (2006) comparing Moroccan and 
Turkish migrants in the Netherlands shows that age of migration, and education strongly 
influence the likelihood of naturalisation. When including indicators of cultural integration, 
gender differences become particularly significant (Kee, 1994). Turkish women scored high 
on modernization measures, giving them a higher probability of naturalising. According to 
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Bevelander and Veenman (2006), naturalised Turkish women also have better employment 
prospects, which is linked to language acquisition, familiarity with Dutch society, and align-
ment with the norms and values of the host country (Verkuyten, 2016). Their findings support 
the argument that “employment integration analysis speaks in favour of the idea that modern 
Turkish women from traditional areas in Turkey (…) seem to have a higher naturalization 
rate and once naturalized have better employment opportunities” (Bevelander & Veenman, 
2006, p. 343).

The Surinamese and Antillean communities in the Netherlands present another com-
pelling case. Due to the colonial relationship between the Netherlands and Suriname—which 
was a Dutch colony for nearly 300 years—and the continued constitutional ties with the An-
tilles, these groups can be considered (former) Dutch citizens. After Suriname gained inde-
pendence in 1975, many Surinamese migrated to the Netherlands while maintaining strong 
connections to their homeland, which was developing its own national identity (Tolsma et al., 
2012). Fearing the political and economic consequences of independence, thousands moved 
to the Netherlands under visa-free travel arrangements. In total, around 100,000 Surinamese 
migrated, representing a population that mirrored Suriname’s ethnic and class diversity (Ogle, 
2011). Today, approximately 350,000 Surinamese live in the Netherlands—almost equal to 
Suriname’s current population of 400,000 (Hoefte, 1996).

All the cases described above demonstrate that limited commitment to the host country 
does not necessarily indicate disengagement or rejection of the host society. Low identifi-
cation with the country of residence also does not imply weak personal or group identity 
(Verkuyten, 2016; Kreiner & Ashforth, 2004). Nonetheless, fostering a meaningful sense of 
belonging—both to the host society and to one’s own identity—remains an important and 
attainable goal for migrants and refugees, as well as for the institutions that support them. 
Taken together, the Polish and Dutch cases illustrate how different historical trajectories, 
migration patterns, and institutional responses shape the integration experiences of refu-
gees and migrants. While Poland is currently navigating a rapid and large‑scale educational 
adjustment due to recent refugee and migrant inflows, the Netherlands offers decades of 
accumulated experience with diverse migrant and refugee communities and long‑term in-
tegration debates. Comparing these contexts provides valuable insights into how education 
systems can be adapted to support migrants and refugees more effectively, and how integra-
tion models must remain flexible to respond to shifting demographic and political realities.

The influx of refugees from Ukraine was positively received in neighbouring countries 
and contributed to an increase in favourable attitudes towards migrants and their presence 
in these countries. Public opinion, as well as public space, was full of pro-Ukrainian initiatives 
and corresponding forms of support. Research carried out by various organisations show 
very high support for accepting refugees in Poland – at 80% in spring 2022, according to 
the Pew Research Center study (2024), and up to 94% in March 2022 in a survey conducted 
by the Polish Public Opinion Research Center (Centrum Badania Opinii Społecznej [CBOS], 
2023a, 2023b). As mentioned, before February 2022, the percentage of Poles supporting the 
admission of Ukrainian refugees did not exceed 50%, while the percentage of people who 
supported accepting refugees from outside Europe and enabling them to apply for asylum 
was 33%. There may be many reasons for the change – the most obvious being the tendency 
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to help people in need or the attack on the neighbouring country of Ukraine by Russia, the 
country which attacked and occupied Poland many times throughout history.

Of the already mentioned number of the Ukrainian refugees who crossed the border 
with Poland in February 2022, over 675,000 were children under 18 years of age, and they 
received official temporary status protection in Poland in November 2023. To determine the 
exact number of these children that participate in the Polish education system is not easy, 
because a significant share (approx. 1/3) continue distance learning in schools operating in 
Ukraine, and many register in the Polish education system, but do not continue their educa-
tion there. Additionally, approximately 1.5 million Ukrainians have been issued a PESEL (Polish 
ID) number, enabling them to use free health care and other state-financed services just like 
Polish citizens (children and adolescents constitute 43% of this group). According to other 
data, the number of Ukrainians residing in Poland in mid-2023 exceeded 3 million. Due to 
the distribution of Ukrainian refugees mainly in cities, their estimated number in the largest 
Polish cities amounts to 20% of the current total number of the inhabitants, e.g. in Poznań, 
the empirical study was carried out with about 100,000 Ukrainians living there, compared to 
less than 600,000 of the city’s regular inhabitants.

Regardless of the threats related to military operations in Crimea and the eastern areas 
of Ukraine, as well as the danger of shelling and air raids throughout the country’s territory, 
the declared tendency to emigrate has decreased in Ukraine since 2021, while the percentage 
of people planning to stay and work in their place of residence has increased. The course 
of hostilities has affected the spatial distribution of those who declare their willingness to 
migrate. Still, the principle of willingness to stay in the country is visible in extensive census 
surveys and in the statements by the people with whom we conducted in-depth interviews 
in Poland. The decision to return is influenced not only by arguments related to the challeng-
es of life in emigration (these challenges are visible despite the relatively straightforward, 
positive assessment of the attitude of the inhabitants of the host country towards refugees; 
see Isański et al., 2022) – that is, the rising costs of living in the new place, the adaptation 
difficulties for children in new environments, or challenges in accessing specialist health-
care. The decision to return is also influenced by homesickness, the desire to reunite with 
one’s family, or to raise children in their homeland. It is also important to note that Polish, 
Ukrainian, and Russian are all Slavic languages and involve certain similarities, making mu-
tual understanding and cross-cultural learning relatively easy. It is particularly relevant for 
children who, even with the limited language proficiency, have been able to learn Polish 
language quite easily at school.

Positive attitudes and openness correspond, only partially, with school achievements: 
the exam results depict the achievement gaps in the standardised test scores of Polish and 
foreign-born (Ukrainian) elementary school pupils (see Figure 2). The elementary school fi-
nal tests were completed in May 2023 by c. 510 thousand pupils, including 13,800 Ukrainian 
pupils attending the Polish school system. In 2024, the test was completed by 220,900 Polish 
and 11,300 Ukrainian students, while in 2025 the number of Polish and Ukrainian students 
was 363,200 and 13,070 respectively. Ukrainians’ results have been significantly lower in all 
the major subjects, which shows challenges for the education system in teaching Polish as 
a foreign language and other issues. Importantly, Ukrainian students achieved lower results 
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in the Polish language exam and subjects such as mathematics and English in all the three 
analysed years. This prompted us to look at this phenomenon and try to find possible answers 
to questions about its causes. Apart from the obvious ones resulting from the shorter stay 
in Poland, one should also examine the reasons related to the Polish education system, the 
teachers working there, and the students themselves.

Figure 2. Elementary school final test in the school year 2023–2025, average results, data in %.

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Central Examination Board data (2023, 2024, 2025).

4	 Data and Results

The research within the Polish part of the study was conducted as fieldwork between 
2023 and 2025. It was two years after the outbreak of the full-scale Russian invasion in 
Ukraine, which resulted in the mass inflow of refugees and forced migrants to Poland. Chil-
dren were incorporated into the educational system, and our data have shown particular 
challenges and obstacles that arose at both the systemic and micro levels. To make our 
analyses more accurate, we have also drawn on other research conducted across various 
areas of the Polish education system. Considering our own part of the research, it is also 
worth noting that we managed to reach a diverse sample of teachers, including those of 
Polish and Ukrainian origin. In our study, we aimed at examining the environments in which 
migrants functioned daily, particularly schools where children of Ukrainian refugees and mi-
grants fulfilled their statutory schooling requirements. For this purpose, three schools were 
selected, supported by the Education Board in Poznań, in which a significant percentage of 
international students, mostly newly arrived pupils from Ukraine, were enrolled. All the study 
participants were informed about the anonymity and the right to withdraw from the study. 
The questionnaires were completed during an on-site study during regular school meetings.
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As a part of the ongoing empirical research project, a CAWI study was conducted on 
a purposefully selected sample (N=101) of teachers working in three schools: two primary 
schools and one secondary school in Poznań, Poland, in environments with a substantial 
share of foreign-born pupils. Below (see Table 1), the data from our study are presented for 
a sample of 101 teachers working in an ethnically mixed environment with Polish and inter-
national students (among them, foreign-born Ukrainian students having clear predominance; 
over 95% arrived in Poland recently). Metric data (see Appendix Table A2) show that 3/4 of the 
sample were women. The majority of teachers declared higher education level, mainly with 
the substantial amount of additional professional courses, including education for children 
with special needs (various areas of physical and mental challenges, speech therapy, spectrum 
of autism), foreign language proficiency (i.e., Polish as a foreign language, Belarusian, Bulgar-
ian, German, Russian, or Ukrainian), crisis interventions, informatics, or physical activities and 
fitness. Teachers see underachievement of foreign-born pupils (see Table 2), however their 
perception of the overall school environment is rather positive (see Table 3). In the following 
open-ended questions, they provided a variety of possible solutions to problems included in 
three main areas of interest. The first was the institutional one, linked with the upper limit of 
pupils in one class or group and additional teacher assistants with foreign origin themselves. 
The second area of suggestions was linked to language issues (see Appendix Table A1), and 
teachers suggested various actions, including “Polish language courses for foreigners” and 
“additional freshman year with extra Polish classes”. The third group of frequently suggested 
ideas were connected with the need to treat pupils individually, not only in terms of their 
ethnic origin, but also personal biographies connected with migratory trauma.

Table 1. Teachers' responses to the question: “Are you satisfied with the working conditions with foreign 
students?” (data in %, N=101).

Responses General satisfaction with working 
conditions at school (data in %)

Satisfaction with respondents’ work 
with foreign pupils (data in %)

Definitely yes 11 15

Moderately yes 36 46

Hard to say 23 24

Moderately no 16 8

Definitely no 14 7

Total 100 100

Table 2. Teachers’ responses to the question: “How do you see/assess foreign-born pupils’ achievements in 
comparison to Polish pupils?” (data in %, N=101).

Responses % of responses

Much better 4

Better 8

Hard to say 29

Worse 46

Much worse 13

Total 100



T
H

E
M

A
T

I
C

 
S

E
C

T
I

O
N

STANOVNIŠTVO, 2026, 64 (1), 71–90

J. Isański, M. Ouacha  | 81

Table 3. Perception of attitudes in multi-ethnic school environment; teachers’ responses (data in %, N=101).

Responses Perception of attitudes to-
wards migrants in respond-
ents’ place of residence

Perception of Polish pu-
pils’ attitudes towards 
foreign-born pupils

Perception of other mi-
grants’ attitudes towards 
Ukrainian refugees

Very positively 14.9 8.5 8.5

Moderately positively 46.9 62.6 23.4

Hard to say 24.4 17.2 59.7

Moderately negatively 11.7 11.7 7.4

Very negatively 2.1 0 1

Total 100 100 100

5	 Discussion

The results of our research show how challenging it is to adapt the education system to 
the current requirements posed by the sudden influx of international students. It should be 
remembered that students from Ukraine are unique, not only because they have to attend 
school in Poland, but also because their presence in Poland is related to the need to leave 
their home country and peer environment in stressful circumstances; the limited sample size 
and purposive selection procedure limit the potential for any generalisations. However, by 
analysing our data in a wider context based on the desk research, we found some interesting 
conclusions. The uncertainty about one’s own and one’s family's future is surely not condu-
cive to adapting to a new place or learning at school. An additional difficulty is that the public 
education system in Poland has been struggling for many years with underinvestment, low 
teacher salaries, a high employee turnover rate, as well as frequent curriculum changes. All 
this together creates a very demanding situation for everyone involved – students, teachers, 
and school management. Again, the limited size of our sample does not allow us to general-
ise the results to the entire population. Still, the results confirm the crisis-like nature of the 
challenges emerging over the last two years and the manners to address them.

There is a lack of dissemination of best practices. Underinvestment in the system has 
had a negative impact, especially on international students – numerous working groups and 
classes, an insufficient number of Polish language hours, as well as teachers’ excessive work 
burden mean that the crisis, as mentioned earlier, the context of leaving the place of origin 
of international students is also present as a key to describing their temporariness in func-
tioning in the Polish education system. In this situation, the very positive attitudes of Poles 
towards Ukrainian refugees may not be enough to provide Ukrainian children with learning 
conditions outside their places of origin.

It also seems that this involves not only the need to increase expenditure on education, 
but also the need to rethink the requirements for international students, as well as to involve 
the children’s teachers and parents in their adaptation to local conditions. This challenge may 
turn out to be no less problematic, since most Ukrainian children are in Poland without their 
fathers (usually breadwinners), who remained in Ukraine following the imposition of martial 
law in response to Russian aggression, while their mothers often possess limited competence 
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in Polish. Employing over 20,000 Ukrainian teachers in the Polish public education system 
only partially solved this problem. However, it should not be forgotten that a significant part 
of the problems faced by the Polish education system is related to the generally difficult 
financial situation and underinvestment in education. Even though the solutions are pretty 
obvious – reducing the size of classes, increasing the number of hours of teaching Polish, or 
employing additional supporting teachers – this requires increased spending on education. 
Given the ongoing war in Ukraine and the inflow of a large number of refugees to Poland, 
this is not an easy task.

Based on the results, the refugee integration experience in Poland provides a bridge 
to the existing effects in the Dutch contexts, as briefly addressed in the literature review. 
Furthermore, there are dos and don’ts in the management of refugee issues for Polish audi-
ences and other societies hosting Ukrainian refugees. However, the durability of the change 
in the mutual perception of Poles and Ukrainians remains to be questioned. Regardless of a 
range of positive gestures, these relationships are full of obstacles.

Two dominant proposals were to introduce additional Polish language classes and 
reduce the number of pupils per class. The less frequently mentioned ones also include 
additional psychological support for students, co-financing for teachers working with in-
ternational students, and the introduction of a cultural assistant role. A separate group of 
suggestions included those in which teachers indicated a need to change students' and their 
parents' approaches to school. These arguments point to systemic problems regarding the 
organisation of the teaching process and its adaptability to the sudden influx of students 
from another country (and, consequently, from a different teaching system with limited lan-
guage competencies and a cultural barrier). However, it may be considered optimistic that 
the number of teachers reporting no significant peer conflicts was twice the number of those 
who wrote about any problems in this field (no=40; yes=20). If the problems did occur, they 
were due to language misunderstandings or Ukrainian-Russian personal conflicts stemming 
from their ethnic origin. It is complicated, and in most cases impossible, as the participat-
ing teachers wrote, to obtain information about these students’ current educational path 
in Ukraine, which is essential for students with diagnosed special educational needs. The 
incompatibility of the legal provisions in both countries in this respect and the difficulties in 
validating relevant documents make it necessary, in many cases, to conduct long-term diag-
nostics of the needs of these children. The implementation on site, in Poland, is additionally 
hampered by the limited number of working specialists with appropriate qualifications and 
knowledge of Russian or Ukrainian.

A separate problem is the animosity between ethnic groups of international students, 
in this specific case, children from Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia. The current political situation 
and the ongoing war create conflicts between students from these countries. Solving them is 
an additional challenge for teachers. The teachers’ suggestions in our study can be treated 
as bottom-up recommendations. Their implementation is in our collective interest.
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6	 Conclusions, Recommendations and Remarks  
	 for Further Research

The unexpected inflow of a large number of war refugees from Ukraine to Poland, and 
the visible change in the attitude of Polish public opinion towards their arrival and residence 
allow us to observe in vivo the processes of social dynamics. Compared with examples from 
the Netherlands, the results of both these pieces of research may serve as both a test of 
existing theoretical approaches and grounds for updating them. The process of influx and 
social integration is happening before our eyes, and it seems that so far, we have managed 
to avoid many dead ends, such as housing ghettoisation or social stigmatisation of refugees, 
particularly of the second generation. Our study will hopefully provide information about the 
mentioned dynamics of the social change process and its possible future course. The school 
environment seems to be a good laboratory for social changes and allows for assessing the 
depth of the changes in mutual relations between Poles and Ukrainians, similarly to the cases 
of Moroccans in the Netherlands. In the Polish case, this was demonstrated by the successful 
integration of Ukrainian students who arrived in Poland with their families before the outbreak 
of the refugee crisis in February 2022. The relatively low saturation of international students 
and the friendly atmosphere around Ukrainian migrants favoured this integration. As of 2022, 
the number of international students has increased dramatically. Although there was an ami-
cable social atmosphere, questions arose concerning the system’s capacity. Daily functioning 
in the same environment is an opportunity to verify the declaration of willingness to help, as 
well as to show the complexity of everyday life's challenges. These challenges are exception-
ally difficult for refugee children and youth with possible post-traumatic stress disorder and 
accompanied by one or both of their parents. Comparing the Polish case to the Dutch one, 
we noticed similarities in the educational environment challenges and sought to discuss par-
ticular experiences from the Netherlands, including the educational system responses at the 
micro level and schools’ responses in classroom environments. The data we have collected 
allow us to conclude that these challenges concern the organisational level of the researched 
schools rather than interpersonal relations or ethnic-based prejudices. This conclusion may be 
considered optimistic, but a system reform should follow bottom-up signals to respond to the 
challenges approaching. Such signals might also be analysed in the international context, as 
we have attempted to do in our research. Otherwise, the openness evident in public opinion 
polls and our respondents' statements may face increasingly severe challenges in the coming 
years, as recognised in the literature (Ivert & Magnusson, 2020). This might also be a critical 
issue in the acculturation stage of the presented model (see Figure 1), as well as when it comes 
to the possible return, or deeper integration incentives that may occur soon. The results do 
not lead to a simple conclusion about the outcomes in the educational system as predictors 
of successful acculturation; however, the stated expectation regarding its content may inform 
the priorities to be implemented in the critical areas linked to communication needs.

Many countries apply several requirements during the naturalisation procedure for 
migrants, concerning their age, education, condition and health, as well as the knowledge of 
the language, culture, and history of the receiving country. Fulfilling them usually requires 
many years of preparation, living, and learning, and this normally ends with an exam with 
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various possible results. The exceptional and urgent situation of refugees eliminated the 
possibility of preparation, and this role had to be fulfilled through years of contact between 
neighbours and the flexibility of both parties. To summarise the results of the statements we 
collected from teachers of various nationalities working in Poland, when it comes to dos, we 
can mention openness, avoiding stigmatisation, ghettoisation, and isolation on the part of the 
receiving community, and similar transparency on the side of the receiving society. However, 
among the don’ts, stereotyping, homogenisation of the arriving group, and demandingness 
are worth mentioning. In addition to the above, our data demonstrate the importance of 
racial familiarity, intersectional approaches, and discussions in specific research projects, 
such as this study.

It is fair to assume that the researcher’s positionality becomes relevant as we progress. 
As Holmes and Gary (2020) argue, having the same personal background as one’s participants 
can be highly beneficial for gathering data and translating it to co-authors. This was the case 
with the first and the second author in this study. Therefore, this study pleads for a more 
in-depth approach by researchers when approaching a vulnerable research group, as done 
in this study. The insider position of a researcher could lead to a deeper understanding of 
a research population, more in-depth data, and, therefore, a more intersectional approach 
when reflecting on the practical adjustments of theory.

As stated, our research is based on a limited sample and cannot be generalised to the 
general population in any country; however, we see the potential of the two analysed cases 
in the dynamics of their social status, from refugees to members of integrated societies. 
Remembering that integration is a process, as presented in the text, we see the educational 
system as a useful platform for implementing integration policies. Both authors continue 
their research based on such cases, to describe and understand the phenomenon, as well as 
its limitations. Anyway, even if authors would wish to refer to the field study results within a 
wider research project or in public statistics, the results should be treated with this caveat.
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APPENDIX

Table A1. CAWI list of questions

No. Question

1 Are you generally satisfied with the conditions of your work in school? (scale 1–5)

2 Are you generally satisfied with your level of contact with pupils? (scale 1–5) OR: can you see any 
pupils’ linguistic/competence/knowledge progress?

3 Do you have any suggestions on how to improve the conditions of work in school? Please provide 
any details: …

4 Are you generally satisfied with your conditions of life as a teacher in Poland? (scale 1–5) Please 
provide any details: …

5 How would you rate locals’/Poles’ attitudes toward migrants? (scale 1–5)

6 Did you notice any ethnic/national/... conflicts between pupils? (open-ended) …

7 What is, as you see it, the biggest challenge for foreign pupils? …

8 Do you have any friendly relations at work? If so, how many:
… (in your ethnic group/in other ethnic groups)

9 Do you plan to stay in Poland? If so, please explain why: …

10 Do you have any family left in Ukraine? If so, please provide any details: …

11 Have you visited Ukraine since Feb 2022? If so, how many times? …

12 Do you have any friends at work? If so, how many: … (in your ethnic group/in other ethnic groups)

Metric data:

1 Place of origin in Ukraine: …

2 Length of stay in Poland: …

3 Type of settlement (housing): [I own a flat; I rent a flat on my own; I rent a flat with other migrants; 
I live with locals; other]

4 How many adult residents live with you in Poland: …

5 How many children live with you in Poland: …

6 Level of education completed: …

7 Additional courses completed: ...

8 Professional experience as a teacher (in years): [0–1; 2–5; 6–10; 10+]

9 Professional experience in working with foreigners (in years): [0–1; 2–5; 6–10; 10+]

10 School subject(s) taught: …

11 Language(s) used at work: ...

12 Age: …

13 Sex/gender: …
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Table A2. Sample metric data (N=101)

Item N=101

sex/gender

man 20

woman 66

No responses 15

age

Below 25 1

25–29 2

30–40 23

Above 40 55

No responses 20

Professional experience as a teacher (in years)

Less than 1 year 6

1–2 6

3–5 15

6–10 years 10

More than 10 years 51

No responses 13

Professional experience as a teacher working with foreign pupils (in years)

Less than 1 year 7

1–2 19

3–5 42

6–10 16

More than 10 years 4

No responses 13

Level of education

BA 3

MA 85

Ph.D. 1

No responses 12




